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The 2014 elections will be remembered 
for a campaign that captured the public 
imagination as never before. At its heart 
was Narendra Modi, 63, the feisty chief 
minister of Gujarat for thirteen years, 
bidding to be prime minister. By the end 
of the campaign, there was scarcely 
anyone who had not—on television, radio, 
social media or at one of his rallies—heard 
his message. He too seemed to have grown 
from a regional satrap to a leader with a 
national stature. Long before the results 
were out, the outcome seemed a 
foregone conclusion. 


Behind the ascent to prime minister, though, 
is a story of tough politics and hard strategy. 
In spite of his achievements, minorities 
are wary of Modi's Hindu nationalist 
background, and bureaucrats and party 
colleagues are jittery about his reputation 
as an autocrat. Most of all, he has never 
fully been able to exorcize the ghosts of 
the riots that took place on his watch in 
Gujarat in 2002, leading to doubts among 
his critics about how India's social fabric 
will fare during his term. 


As he gets down to write a fresh chapter 
in the country’s history, Modi Demystified: 
The Making of a Prime Minister takes a 
close-up look at his roller-coaster ride to 
power. In the process, senior journalist 
Ramesh Menon reveals a man of many 


dimensions who will lead this diverse nation. 
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Introduction 


t was a hot and muggy evening on 26 May 2014 when 

Narendra Modi was sworn in as the Prime Minister of 
India in front of an audience of 4,000 in the decked-up 
forecourt of Rashtrapati Bhavan. In attendance were the 
leaders of seven South Asian nations, as also Sonia Gandhi, 
Rahul Gandhi and Modi’s predecessor Manmohan Singh— 
the Congress trinity that he had fought tooth and nail in 
his fight for the country’s most powerful chair. Standing 
up there, before all those mighty and dignified guests who 
were present to take part in the most important moment 
of his life, he could have scarcely been unaware of his own 
pre-eminence. 

The command of his singular name had seen his 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) through the nine months of 
electoral campaigning to the clearest majority a non- 
Congress party had won since independence in the Lok 
Sabha, the lower house of parliament. His rise marked a 
paradigm shift in the muddy Indian political scene that for 
years had limped on fractured mandates. Interestingly, at 
forty-five, he had one more member in his council of 
ministers than the Congress had in the Lok Sabha from all 
over the country. The Modi wave had decimated the party 
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that had been in power for a decade. It had also showed 
that the electorate no more voted on the basis of caste and 
religion and wanted change. In India, where the dream of 
emerging as a world power had waned, there was hope 
again. The country had voted for it, and Modi must have 
basked in the knowledge that it was he who had inspired 
it. 

But a greater reason for him to be pleased with himself 
must have been that he had not risen to power on the 
strength of a dynasty or an elite education like his 
opponents. For the most part of the last thirteen years he 
had spent as the chief minister of the state of Gujarat, he 
had in fact been considered a pariah both nationally and 
internationally—someone who was denied a visa by the 
United States for the riots that had taken place on his 
watch in 2002, and someone who was cited by partners as 
the reason for the breaking-up of alliances with the BJP. 

And then suddenly, the party was in a position to 
generously embrace allies when it didn’t need any. 
Suddenly, there were accolades from all over the world. 
The Economist magazine, which only a month previously 
had refused to endorse him for the prime minister’s post 
because of his checkered past, said that his amazing victory 
gave India its best chance ever of prosperity, saying it 
would be good for India and the world. There was a new 
straw in the wind. World leaders congratulated him, and 
the United States too showed a willingness to engage with 
him. 

Having secured an extraordinary mandate, he was all 
set to chart a new path, a new history. Like all things he 
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had done before, he turned his swearing-in too into a 
spectacle by ensuring the presence of the heads of 
governments of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Maldives, 
Nepal, Sri Lanka and, most notably, Pakistan. It was 
something no prime minister had tried to do before. He 
wanted to signal that he had hit the ground running and 
was willing to face sticky issues like foreign policy, even 
with regards to Pakistan, head-on. He held one-on-one 
meetings with the leaders soon after taking charge. Fresh 
from a belligerent campaign, he moved effortlessly into 
the role of a statesman. 

On the domestic front, he cast himself in that mould by 
switching to a conciliatory tone. In his first public meeting 
after emerging triumphant in the elections, he spoke of his 
commitment to govern the country in the spirit of the 
Constitution. He said he would serve India like his mother 
and termed himself the nation’s Mazdoor No. 1, the most 
dedicated of workers. He said he would take everyone 
along, even those opposed to him, for a government did 
not belong to a political party but to all the people and he 
wanted to serve everyone equally. Gone were his aggressive 
body language, the barbed sarcasm of his public speeches 
and the personal attacks on his opponents. For the first 
time, he even broke down in public during his acceptance 
speech at the BJP’s parliamentary board meeting on 20 
May. 

Going ahead, if his era in Gujarat is any indicator, Modi 
will seek to recast himself as a moderate politician with a 
larger vision for the future. He will speak only of growth, 
progress and development, not of a Ram temple or of 
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Hindutva. One of the first things he did even before being 
sworn in was to request the secretaries of key ministries to 
make short and focused presentations on the challenges 
his government faces. Given his huge mandate, he will 
also take tough decisions and stand by them. But he will 
be equally aware of the mammoth responsibility on his 
shoulders and the arduous job he has at hand. As of June 
2014, as this book goes to press, India’s economic growth 
has slowed down, inflation is high, the fiscal situation is 
poor and unemployment levels are worrisome. It is to 
correct this situation that the country has voted Modi to 
power, and his honeymoon period will be brief. People are 
hungry for change. The young want jobs, more transparent 
governance and a better quality of life. 

He will have to define his much-touted ‘Gujarat model’, 
which led to much intellectual debate during the elections. 
While Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen felt 
that Modi’s single-minded focus on industrial growth and 
business had ignored human development indicators and 
the welfare of minorities and the less well-off, another 
renowned economist, Jagdish Bhagwati, said that Modi’s 
approach would generate wealth which would eventually 
lift millions out of poverty. On the national stage now, he 
will have to see if the approach that worked in Gujarat, 
which was for decades before him too known for its 
entrepreneurial spirit and for being a well-to-do state, will 
work in the rest of the country with greatly different 
requirements. 

There is another growth model Modi greatly admires, 
that of China. The country bowled him over when he 
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visited it for the first time along with a delegation of 
businessmen from Gujarat. He made four such visits as he 
sees China not as a rival but as an opportunity. He has a 
good equation with the neighbour, which welcomed him 
while he was shunned by global powers, and managed to 
attract Chinese investments into Gujarat. The Chinese 
leadership too hailed his victory at the national stage, and 
he could actually become a game changer if he uses his 
ingenuity to forge a new economic partnership beneficial 
to both. But, as prime minister, he will have to view China 
also as a competitor, with comparisons likely to be drawn 
between the economies of the two Asian giants constantly. 

In the din of nationwide celebrations, Modi must have 
already realized how lonely it is at the top as he wears a 
heavy crown. He has no magic wand but will have to 
deliver fast to ensure that the numerous promises he made 
during the whirlwind election campaign are fulfilled. Soon, 
slogans will be forgotten and knives will be out, sharp 
ones within the party itself. The BJP’s old guard and the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the party’s right- 
wing parent body, will have to be kept in good humour. 
Long pending legislation will have to be pushed through, 
corruption curbed and the economy revived. Neighbours 
will have to be won over and, despite the majority in the 
Lok Sabha, regional satraps will have to be lured to gain 
leverage in the Rajya Sabha, the upper house of parliament, 
and state assembly elections. 

Modi’s heavy-handed style of functioning worked in 
Gujarat. He used it to get things done quickly and efficiently. 
Ministers and bureaucrats did not argue with him. In 
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Delhi, even with a brute majority in parliament, he will not 
be able to steamroll opposition. He will have to respect 
institutions, traditions and transparency. He will have to 
learn to tolerate criticism, something for which he has not 
had the stomach so far. He will have to pay special attention 
to the protection of human rights and minorities and 
ensuring inclusive development, all three of which got the 
short shrift in Gujarat, evident not only from the riots of 
2002 but also the fact that the BJP did not have a single 
Muslim member in the Gujarat assembly after the elections 
of 2012 and nor does it have one in the Lok Sabha after the 
general elections of 2014. 

As Narendra Modi became the prime minister on the 
hot and muggy evening of 26 May 2014, he could have 
scarcely been unaware of how high his stakes had gone in 
the wake of his pre-eminence, least of all because he 
himself had his eyes set firmly on the next ten years. Then 
there were a billion eyes on him, looking to him with great 
expectations. Standing up there or watching from below, it 
was difficult to imagine a time when he was a non-entity, 
even in Gujarat politics. And yet that was what he was not 
too long ago. That was what he was when I first met him 
nearly thirty years ago. 


FERS 


It was a bright and quiet Sunday morning in Ahmedabad, 
Gujarat’s largest city, sometime in 1986. Iwasa correspondent 
with India Today then, a time when the city was plagued by 
frequent communal riots that started over the smallest of 
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things—a cricket match between India and Pakistan, a 
religious procession or even a street brawl. I lived in a 
predominantly Hindu colony in Nava Wadaj area, which 
was quite peaceful. I was wondering what to rustle up for 
breakfast when the doorbell rang, breaking the silence. 
Opening the door, I was rather surprised to see half a 
dozen solemn-looking elderly men dressed in white kurta- 
pyjamas. They had a questioning look on their faces. They 
came in and sat down on the sparse furniture in the living 
room. There was an awkward silence before they spoke. 

‘We do not like what you write in India Today,’ one of 
them announced. ‘As a correspondent of a highly respected 
magazine, you need to be more responsible. You have 
been constantly taking an anti-Hindu stance while reporting 
on communal riots. We have not come here to fight with 
you but want to just tell you that you have a sacred duty as 
a Hindu to support us. You have to be on our side.’ 

I could not figure out who they were and so asked. 

‘We are from the VHP,’ they said—the Vishwa Hindu 
Parishad, a countrywide right-wing Hindu organization. 

It was only then that everything fell into place, and I 
understood why they had visited me. “You have got me 
wrong. I am not a Hindu. I am a journalist. Journalism is 
my religion,’ I said. 

They did not seem to like what I said and suggested I 
meet a pracharak (activist) at the RSS office in Ahmedabad. 
The pracharak, they said, would like to talk to me. I readily 
agreed, saying that, as a journalist, I was ready to meet 
anyone. They fixed the appointment for the coming Sunday. 

I had just got married and, not wanting to leave my 
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wife Geeta behind on a Sunday, asked her to come along. 
She was from Mumbai and had come to Ahmedabad for 
the first time. We rode down Ahmedabad’s dusty streets 
to reach a plain-looking old building that housed the RSS 
office. As soon as we entered, we were welcomed by a 
young gentleman dressed in a spotlessly white kurta- 
pyjama. 

‘Lam Narendra Modi. I am one of the pracharaks here,’ 
he said. 

Modi was not a known figure at that time, just a quiet 
backroom worker. I knew many important leaders of the 
BJP, RSS and the VHP in Gujarat, but I had never heard of 
Modi. Certainly, at that time, no one ever suggested that 
he would one day be pitchforked onto the national political 
stage, let alone become prime minister. In a genial tone, he 
repeated what the VHP activists had said. When I too 
repeated that I was not a Hindu but a journalist, he said he 
had nothing more to say. He bid me and my wife a gentle 
goodbye. 

I never met him again in Gujarat. My next encounter 
with him was a decade and a half later in New Delhi when 
I interviewed him for rediff.com, a leading news portal at 
that time. By then, he had become a general secretary of 
the BJP. The party had gone into a spiral after one of its top 
leaders, Bangaru Laxman, was caught accepting cash from 
an undercover Tehelka magazine reporter masquerading as 
an arms supply agent wanting to push an arms deal. 
Although fifteen years had passed, Modi said he 
remembered meeting me in Ahmedabad. 

In the interview published on 22 March 2001 on 
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rediff.com, he defended Laxman, saying he had only 
accepted the money as a gift for the party and had done 
nothing wrong. When asked where the money was, he said 
it was deposited with the party treasurer. He braved a lot 
of tough probing without showing any anger or irritation— 
unlike later when he grew media-wary and started granting 
appointments to only favourable anchors and journalists, 
once even walking out of an interview with Karan Thapar 
for CNN-IBN programme Devil’s Advocate after facing 
some difficult questions. He hardly ever addressed press 
conferences even in Gujarat, where the media was not 
particularly hostile to him. Unsurprisingly, my requests to 
his office for an interview with him for this book, too, 
went unanswered. 


TERO 


When I started working on this book a year ago in early 
2013, the idea was to return to Gujarat and present a 
journalist’s balanced account of how Gujarat was 
performing under Modi. And also attempt to answer that 
question which perplexes many: What is Modi like? Those 
whom I interviewed, people who have worked with him 
closely in the past few years, say that there is no easy 
answer. He has many personalities. 

One is of the ambitious politician. Former chief minister 
and long-time associate Shankersinh Vaghela told me that 
Modi had nursed an ambition to occupy the state’s seat of 
power soon after he was deputed by the RSS to work in the 
Gujarat unit of the BJP nearly three decades ago. When he 
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did eventually take over the reins of the state as chief 
minister for the first time, he was a bit shaky and nervous 
and not very sure of himself. But after the post-Godhra 
riots, he emerged as a towering figure in Gujarat. His body 
language and lexicon changed, and he was more than sure 
that he would ride victorious in the state elections held in 
2002. 

When he did, we saw the emergence of a confident 
Modi wanting to shake off the stigma of the riots, turn 
himself into a development wizard and change the image 
of himself and Gujarat the world saw. He concentrated on 
visible development projects that his critics and the country 
at large would see. Like the bus rapid transit system 
(BRTS) in Ahmedabad and the project for the development 
of the Sabarmati riverfront. He marketed these far and 
wide, and it was in this avatar as a development icon that 
he rode to power in 2014. 

Another side of him is that of an autocratic administrator 
who got bureaucrats and police officers in Gujarat to obey, 
decimated the opposition and silenced critics. Milan 
Vaishnav, an associate at the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, a foreign policy think tank, has written 
in an essay: ‘Modi has few political rivals in Gujarat, and 
he is often accused of under-investing in the second-tier 
leadership within his party. His detractors argue that many 
elite Gujaratis in the civil service, judiciary, police, private 
sector and media are cowed by him; over time this has led 
to a severe imbalance of power tilted towards one man.’ 
Even retired bureaucrats are scared to talk about him. ‘Are 
you writing a positive or a negative book?’ a powerful civil 
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servant asked me, adding that he would have to first get 
his comments cleared by a working officer in Delhi. 

Never before in the history of India have we had a 
leader like Modi. No one has polarized society as much as 
he. Time magazine, which put him on the cover of its 26 
March 2012 issue, reflected this sentiment as it noted, ‘To 
his loyalists, Modi is a decisive leader deserving a bigger 
platform than Gujarat, deserving, indeed, of all India, and 
of the prime rather than just a chief ministership. To his 
critics, Modi is a strongman who presided over the worst 
episode of Hindu-Muslim violence in India since partition.’ 
Having become prime minister, Modi would have to walk 
a tightrope between these two vastly different verdicts on 
him if he wants a lasting national role. 

In the course of his campaign and in the little amount 
of time he has been prime minister, he has already made 
some adjustments—for instance, moving from belligerence 
to statesmanship, and shedding his feistiness to reveal a 
softer side. This book has tried to map this change and 
growth that has taken place in Modi, beginning from his 
childhood days when he helped his father at his tea stall to 
his colourful thirteen years in Gujarat and from his careful 
creation of a ‘Brand Modi’ to his successful bid for prime 
minister. In the process, I hope I have managed to 
‘demystify’ Modi and give a balanced account of the man 
as I believe any good journalist should. 


Ramesh Menon, 
New Delhi, 
June 2014. 
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A Brief History of Gujarat 


Më has made the country sit up and talk about 
Gujarat, an industrious state on India’s western 
coast abutting the Arabian Sea. He ruled it with an iron fist 
from October 2001 to May 2014 and came to be 
synonymous with it. It is important to go back in history to 
understand it and the socio-political conditions that shaped 
it to better understand the man who is its product and 
pride. For this I draw upon Achyut Yagnik and Suchitra 
Sheth’s The Shaping of Modern Gujarat: Plurality, Hindutva and 
Beyond. 

During his decade in power in Gujarat, Modi carefully 
sculpted his image as a pro-business and economic 
development-oriented leader by tapping into the state’s 
ancient mercantile and entrepreneurial energy. This 
enterprising spirit is one strand that is common to the 
personalities of both the state and its leader, so the starting 
point of a history of Gujarat for the purpose of this book 
will inevitably be trade. Blessed with a long coast and its 
strategic location at the centre of several trading routes 
extending from East Asia to Europe and Africa, Gujarat 
has been an important hub of international trade and 
maritime activity for centuries. 
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One of the earliest references to maritime trade 
anywhere in the world is found at Lothal, an excavation 
site in Dholka taluka of Ahmedabad district in Gujarat, 
which has one of the world’s oldest known dockyards, 
according to celebrated archaeologist S.R. Rao. Remote 
sensing and topographical studies by Indian scientists 
published in the Journal of Indian Geophysical Union revealed 
an ancient meandering river adjacent to Lothal. Many 
believe it was connected to the Sabarmati river around 
1850 Bc, with boats sailing in to unload cargo. 

Over the centuries, the Gujarat region witnessed a 
thriving trade in silk, ivory, cloth, indigo, spices, grain, 
horses, beads, gems, ornaments and even slaves. The 
descendants of African slaves called hapshis are still found 
in and around the Gir forests. Gujarati merchants gradually 
built valuable business links and relationships as they 
travelled out to West Asia and other ports in India. Having 
to travel long distances, they evolved numerous dry snacks 
with long shelf life, such as the famous khakra, sev and 
chivda along with a wide variety of pickles and chutneys. 
Thousands moved to East and South Africa as indentured 
labour and, in the course of time, proceeded to manage 
shops and petrol pumps and hawk various items. They 
grew into influential businessmen and were respected for 
their enterprise and wealth. 

On the other hand, the region also witnessed a great 
number of people travelling in. Those from Harappa in - 
eastern Pakistan were attracted by its sheltered harbour, 
its bead-making industry and availability of cotton and 
rice. The Anthropological Survey of India noted in 1980 
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that about 70 per cent of communities in Gujarat had 
originally migrated there from places as near as Rajasthan 
or as far as Central Asia. These included Muslims, who 
first invaded Gujarat in the early seventh century, four 
years after the death of Prophet Muhammad in 632 an, 
when the governor of Bahrain sent a naval expedition to 
Thane and Bharuch. Muslim presence in the region 
increased gradually as they came in from the sea and 
settled down. In 1573, Emperor Akbar annexed Gujarat to 
the Mughal Empire. It signalled an era of peace as he was a 
benevolent ruler and, unlike many others before him, 
allowed his subjects to follow their religion. 

Fearing persecution by Arabs, Parsis fled from Central 
Asia in the eighth century ap and arrived in south Gujarat, 
where the local king gave them shelter. It is also believed 
that the Rabaris, a colourful pastoral community, came to 
the state from neighbouring Rajasthan and Sindh around 
the same time. The Portuguese were among the first 
Europeans to land on the Gujarat coast. They wanted to 
control the ports to gain greater command over trade. 
They first tried persuasion, and if it failed, they bribed 
their way through. If that did not work either, they 
terrorized the local populace. For instance, in the mid- 
1500s, they slaughtered the population of Magdalla near 
Surat, burning down all their houses. Hansot near Bharuch 
was also set on fire. It was a similar story in Una, Mahua 
and Ghogha. The famous port city of Prabhas Patan, 
popularly known as Somnath Patan, was attacked. Temples 
and mosques were destroyed. The Gujarat Sultanate just 
crumbled in the fight. 
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Another aspect of the growing European influence, 
which later extended to the British, was industrialization, 
under the effects of which the face of Gujarat started 
changing. By the time one arrived in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, the textile industry in India began 
showing great promise. Mills came up in both Bombay and 
Ahmedabad. In 1861, there was just one textile mill with 
sixty-three workers in Ahmedabad. By 1946, there were 
seventy-four mills with 76,357 workers, and Ahmedabad 
came to be widely known as a major textile city. Textile 
mill workers saw their quality of life improve. Soon there 
was a new generation of entrepreneurs with new 
aspirations, wanting to boost their businesses by taking 
advantage of modern textile machines. The advent of 
industrialization marked a new chapter in the history of 
the region as it led to the rise of a new self-assured middle 
class. Now, not just the trader but even the average man 
on the streets was travelling far and wide because of his 


growing business interests and the fast-expanding rail 
network. 


GENS 


The late nineteenth and early twentieth century saw young 
Gujaratis drawn to the nationalist movement sweeping the 
country. In 1889, Swadeshi activist Bhavanishankar Joshi 
called for a boycott of foreign goods to encourage and 
support Indian goods to help Indian entrepreneurs flourish. 
In 1905, another Swadeshi leader, Ambalal Sakarlal, became 
an entrepreneur, buying a textile mill and then a coal 
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mine. He composed nationalist songs to fire his movement, 
asking all to boycott foreign cloth. His call was immediately 
supported by textile mills whose owners were also Swadeshi 
supporters. This pragmatism helped their businesses grow. 

One of the first things that barrister Mohandas 
Karamchand Gandhi, another Gujarati, did after he returned 
to India from South Africa in 1914 was to travel all across 
the country. He realized that if he had to fight for freedom, 
he first needed to understand the people. He then settled 
down in Ahmedabad and established the Sabarmati Ashram 
to start systematically working towards his goal of attaining 
freedom from British rule. Over the years, he emerged as 
the most significant leader of the independence movement. 

Gandhi understood the power of symbolism like few 
other leaders in India. In one of the most symbolic political 
acts quoted across the world, he led a historic march in 
1930 from the Sabarmati Ashram to the coastal village of 
Dandi over a distance of 390 km to break the salt tax laws 
of the British. Upon reaching Dandi after twenty-four days 
on 5 April, he picked up a handful of salt off the ground, 
sending a powerful message of civil disobedience by refusing 
to pay taxes to the British on basic commodities such as 
salt, igniting protest movements against the rulers all over 
India. The Dandi march was an iconic event watched and 
discussed globally. The larger Civil Disobedience 
Movement, of which the march was a part, was preceded 
by the Non-cooperation Movement of 1920-22 and followed 
by the Quit India Movement of 1942, and Gandhi’s moral 
force behind such campaigns gave an impetus to the 
freedom struggle. 
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But the worsening relationship between Hindus and 
Muslims upset him. He was regularly put behind bars by 
the British for his protest movements. And in prison, he 
would painfully learn of tension between the two 
communities. Even minor incidents would prove to be 
triggers for violent clashes. A riot broke out between 
Hindus and Muslims on 1 July 1946, and the military had 
to be called and a curfew imposed to control the situation. 
Morarji Desai, then home minister of the Bombay 
Presidency, rushed to Ahmedabad and angrily warned of 
stern action. He told some leading Congressmen that he 
was aware of their involvement in the disturbance. He said 
there was absolutely no justification for people to lose 
their lives in communal violence and threatened to send 
them to jail. The threat worked and violence stopped. 
However, the tension between the communities persisted. 


After independence, many former princely states, including 
the Gujarat states and the Deccan states, were merged 
with the former Bombay province, which was renamed the 
State of Bombay. The State of Bombay was significantly 
enlarged on 1 November 1956, expanding eastward to 
incorporate the Marathi-speaking Marathwada region of 
Hyderabad State, the Marathi-speaking Vidarbha region of 
southern Madhya Pradesh and the Gujarati-speaking 
Saurashtra and Kutch. But Gujaratis felt that their areas 
were not getting their due and even the First Five-Year 
Plan did not envisage any projects for rivers in their region. 
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The simmering discontent led to demands for the creation 
of a separate state. Agitation by Gujarati nationalists, the 
Mahagujarat Movement, and Marathi nationalists, the 
Samyukta Maharashtra Movement, for their own states led 
to the split of the State of Bombay on linguistic lines. On 1 
May 1960, it became the new states of Gujarat and 
Maharashtra. 

All of a sudden, there was a new energy in Gujarat to 
build a new state. Agriculture got a renewed boost as the 
accent shifted to cash crops, hybrid seeds, soft loans to 
farmers and irrigation projects. At the same time, industry 
soared with sops to new industrial units, public sector 
initiatives in heavy industry, creation of petroleum refineries 
and chemical units. Right from Vapi in the south of the 
state to Vadodara at the centre, a string of chemical and 
petrochemical industries came up. The stretch became so 
prosperous that it was called the ‘Golden Corridor’. 

Small-scale industry also grew rapidly thanks to tax 
holidays. The white revolution brought in another wave of 
change as cooperatives of milk producers were formed. 
Milk was systematically collected and sold. Modern, state- 
of-the-art dairy technology was brought in to create 
processed milk products of international standards. Anand, 
50 km to the north of Vadodara, became the capital of the 
milk revolution and Amul a brand that-drove out foreign 
dairy products. With land reforms coming in, peasants 
moved to the peninsular Saurashtra region of south-west 
Gujarat. They prospered as they took up the cultivation of 
cash crops like groundnut and emerged as a powerful 
lobby in state politics. Being industrious, they diversified 
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into groundnut oil mills. One of the first industrial estates 
in India was set up in Rajkot as the city showed an 
exemplary knack for manufacturing, mechanization to 
improve cultivation, oil extraction from groundnuts, and 
production of fertilizers. 

The year 1974 saw the rise of the Nav Nirman 
Movement, which was a collective outcry against corruption 
in public life. Students spilled out onto the streets 
demanding the resignation of Chief Minister Chimanbhai 
Patel. It made the country sit up and take notice as it was a 
rare public agitation. On 25 January 1974, the government 
imposed curfew in forty-four towns as the agitation spread 
like wildfire through the state. Under mounting pressure, 
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi asked Chimanbhai to step 
down. The governor suspended the state assembly and 
President’s Rule was imposed. As the agitation carried on, 
and even ruling party members joined in, the assembly 
was finally dissolved and fresh elections held in June 1975. 

By the early 1980s, Gujarat had become a heavily 
industrialized and well-run state. I remember once casually 
dropping into the office of then Finance Minister Sanat 
Mehta during my first years in journalism. He said he was 
going to the coastal town of Alang the next day and I could 
accompany him. When we reached the shores of Alang, he 
stood on the beach, looking at a lone ship that had arrived 
for breaking. ‘This is the first ship that has come here,’ he 
said. “Give me a couple of years and I will make Alang one 
of the biggest ship-breaking yards in the world.’ It sounded 
like a hollow, boastful claim at the time, but Alang is 
indeed the world’s biggest ship-breaking yard three decades 
later. 
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Fast-paced urbanization matched the state’s 
industrialization stride for stride. Backward areas got a 
fillip with industrial estates and ancillary units coming up. 
Many moved away from agriculture to business. Land 
which was controlled and owned by the Rajputs changed 
hands, gradually moving to peasant communities like the 
Patidars. They quickly prospered, growing cash crops like 
groundnut and cotton. What was significant was the rise 
of new entrepreneurs and a new middle class with rising 
aspirations. 

Gujarat’s middle class grew exponentially over the years. 
Petty businessmen grew into entrepreneurs who diversified 
into complex businesses and traded on the stock market. 
Both the green and the white revolutions helped many 
step into the world of the middle class and climb the social 
ladder. Tax exemptions helped farmers. They accumulated 
their agricultural incomes to invest in other ventures, 
improve their quality of life and boost their children’s 
education. Semi-skilled artisans also moved into small- 
scale industries as they were more lucrative and offered 
enough incentives to help them easily find a foothold. 
Government organizations trained them in how to run 
small business enterprises and make a success of them. 
There were industrial estates sprouting around every other 
major city and backward area, with incentives like tax 
holidays thrown in. 

There was a boom in entrepreneurship in Ahmedabad, 
putting in people’s hands the kind of money they had 
never seen. Real estate took off in a way that would have 
been unimaginable in the early 1970s, and high-rises and 
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gated communities mushroomed. Baroda, now known as 
Vadodara, came to be recognized as Gujarat’s cultural 
capital as erstwhile ruler Maharaja Sayajirao Gaikwad had 
been a great patron of fine arts, dance, music and literature. 
It was also an academic hub because of the M.S. University, 
which attracted bright students and faculty from all over 
the country. In the 1980s and 1990s, large-scale 
industrialization in and around Vadodara led to prosperity. 
Surat too became famous for its textile industry and 
diamond polishing units, which cut and polish 80 per cent 
of the world’s finished diamonds, and Gujarat in general 
came to be known as one of India’s most developed and 
prosperous states. 


ERO 


While Gujarat was rapidly modernizing, the old caste and 
religious differences were being put to use in new ways. 
When Madhavsinh Solanki of the Congress became chief 
minister in 1976, it was on the back of the so-called 
KHAM strategy that he rode to power. It meant bringing 
the Kshatriyas, Harijans, Adivasis and Muslims under one 
electoral umbrella. At that time, it worked well and Solanki 
was hailed for being the architect of a magical formula that 
could win elections. It seemed like Gujarat would now see 
a transfer of power from the upper to the lower castes. 
Predictably, the educated middle class of Brahmins, 
Banias and Patidars felt slighted and started the anti- 
reservation agitation in 1981 during Solanki’s second stint 
as chief minister. There was violence on the streets of 
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Gujarat as the upper and lower castes battled it out. I 
remember travelling to lower-caste-dominated villages like 
Dethroj near Ahmedabad that were gutted and destroyed 
by upper-caste mobs. The caste war spread to eighteen 
districts of Gujarat. The anti-reservation stir led by medical 
students grew into a student movement as they were bitter 
about Dalits getting into medical and engineering colleges. 

There was no let-up in communal violence under the 
subsequent Congress government of Amarsinh Chaudhary, 
who subscribed to a form of soft Hindutva and was in 
power during the riots of 1985 and 1986. Achyut Yagnik, 
founder-secretary of Setu: Centre for Social Knowledge 
and Action, an Ahmedabad-based voluntary organization 
which works with marginalized communities, remembers 
the time when he, former member of parliament Irshad 
Mirza and activist Indukumar Jani went to meet Chaudhary 
with names of those who were fomenting the riots. They 
based their evidence on the scores of interviews they 
conducted with eyewitnesses and victims. When Chaudhary 
was presented with the information, he took out a small 
notebook from his pocket, looked into it and said that the 
names matched those he had, but told Yagnik, Mirza and 
Jani to leave as they did not understand the pressures of 
politics. 

The anti-reservation protests and the rioting of the 
early 1980s were trying times when cities like Ahmedabad, 
Vadodara and Surat were paralysed by long periods of 
rioting and curfew. The BJP-VHP-RSS combine would 
plunge into social work whenever there was a break in the 
curfew. As they distributed essentials such as milk, 
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vegetables and basic provisions, they attracted a lot of 
attention and admiration. Yagnik points out that everything 
the BJP did in Gujarat more than twenty years ago was 
with a long-term plan. For instance, it selected a landless 
tribal working in Khedbrahma in north Gujarat to be the 
first to worship the bricks being taken to Ayodhya in Uttar 
Pradesh in the early 1990s to build a Ram temple at the 
location believed to have been the lord’s birthplace. It was 
a way of co-opting the tribals by sending out a loud message 
that they were as valued and respected by the BJP as 
upper-caste Hindus and tempting them with the RSS- 
VHP-BJP combine’s jingoistic talk of a ‘Hindu nation’ 
against the backdrop of the communal violence in the 
state. 

This, in brief, was the stage for the emergence of 
Narendra Modi, the BJP’s biggest firebrand to date. It 
would be the launching pad, eventually, for his sustained, 


determined and successful bid for the country’s top political 
post. 
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From Tea Vendor to 
Politician 


n moments of introspection when Narendra Modi looks 

back on his early years, he must marvel at the miracle 
his life has been—for the man who took charge as the 
prime minister of the world’s largest democracy in 2014 
comes from modest beginnings. 

Modi was born into a lower-middle-class family on 17 
September 1950 in Vadnagar in northern Gujarat’s Mehsana 
district. It is a small town with old buildings, narrow lanes, 
and lazy cows and buffaloes sauntering around intricately 
carved havelis which are typical of rural Gujarat. At its 
entrance is the Hatkeshwar temple which Modi frequented 
as a child. There is also a small amphitheatre that he took 
an interest in building. Somewhere in the town is a brightly 
painted house, which changed hands and was reconstructed 
a while back and is no longer recognizable as his humble 
abode all those years ago. 

Elders and one-time neighbours provide scraps of his 
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early days. One of them recalls that the young boy often 
went swimming in a lake on the outskirts of Vadnagar. He 
once captured a baby crocodile and brought it home but 
had to return it to the lake as his horrified mother Hiraba 
did not want it anywhere near the house. 

Hiraba, who is now ninety-four, extracted vegetable oil 
for a living, with the children helping out. Traditionally, 
his family were oil extractors, also called telis. They 
belonged to the Ghanchi caste, which falls in the Other 
Backward Classes (OBC) category. Damodardas, his father, 
was a small-time grocer and ran a tea stall near the Vadnagar 
railway station. Modi attended the co-ed Gujarati-medium 
B.N. High School close to where his father worked and, 
elders say, loved taking part in debates and acting in plays. 
Due to his family’s poor financial condition, though, he 
later started helping his father at the stall. With trains 
often pulling into the station even before the first rays of 
dawn, the days began early for Modi. 

This tough life was not the one he had imagined for 
himself. In September 2013, he said at a public meeting in 
Haryana that his childhood dream was to join the army. 
One day when he was in the fourth standard, his eyes 
brightened as he chanced upon a newspaper advertisement 
announcing the start of admissions to the Sainik School at 
Jamnagar near Balachadi, close to the Pakistan border. 
Excited, he put together Rs 2 and, for the first time in his 
life, visited a post office. With the postmaster’s help, he 
sent a money order to the school, asking for the prospectus. 
When it arrived, his joy knew no bounds. He ran to a 
teacher, who filled out the application for him, and then 
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sent it off. He was called for the entrance exam. He 
approached his father for some money to buy a return 
ticket to Jamnagar and also some more to see him through 
the journey. But Damodardas bluntly told him that he 
couldn’t give him the money as they were too poor to 
afford it. There was nothing the young Modi could do as 
his dream shattered. 

Three years later, when he was in the seventh standard, 
he heard that jawans were passing through the Mehsana 
railway station on their way to the border to fight the 1962 
war. He left for Mehsana without telling his father. Modi 
said at the public meeting that he found solace helping 
volunteers at the station serving snacks, tea and biscuits to 
the jawans. But, the Balachadi school was started only in 
1961, points out a senior editor of the Times of India in New 
Delhi, so the facts may differ.' 


2 


If Modi wanted to be an army man at one point in his 
childhood, at another he is believed to have wanted to 
become a monk. In his teens, he left for the Ramakrishna 
Mission at Belur in West Bengal. Later, he went to the 
Himalayas and lived with yogic sadhus. For two years, he 
wandered in the mountains before deciding to give up the 
spiritual quest and return to normal life. But vestiges of 
those yogic influences must have lingered on in his mind, 
as he chose to live an ascetic life. 

Narendra Modi is not known to be a family man. It is 
an aspect of his life he tries to underline, saying he is more 
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concerned about his larger family of the Gujarati community 
and what he can do to give it a better life. His nearest 
family members live simple, uncelebrated lives away from 
him. His elder brother, seventy-year-old Somabhai, runs 
an old-age home in Vadnagar and stays in a single room in 
the staff quarters. He was earlier a public health department 
inspector in Mehsana. Another brother, sixty-eight-year- 
old Amrit, retired as a worker in a starch mill in Ahmedabad. 
Fifty-eight-year-old Prahlad is the president of the Gujarat 
Fair Price Shop Licence Holder Association and lives in 
Ahmedabad. His sister Basantiben, fifty-five, teaches at a 
government school in Visnagar, 12 km from Vadnagar. His 
youngest brother Pankaj, fifty-two, works in the Gujarat 
information department in state capital Gandhinagar and 
lives with their mother in a small government apartment. 
Modi visits her on his birthdays, an event that has become 
a yearly photo op. He himself lives alone in the state 
capital and often tells audiences he does not believe in 
dynastic politics, never having used his position to give a 
leg-up to any of his family members. 

Modi’s general image is that of a bachelor who is 
completely immersed in his work. Sources say he got 
married at the age of four or five to Jashoda, who lived 
nearby. In those days, child marriage was a common 
practice. Once the children attained puberty, they would 
be allowed to stay together. Until then, the girl lived with 
her parents. Modi, though, was not interested in the guana 
ceremony to be held after puberty and reportedly left 
home without telling anyone where he was going. He was 
not interested in a domestic life. 
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In 2009, Haima Deshpande, a correspondent for the 
Delhi-based Open magazine, tracked down Jashoda 
Chimanlal Modi, a schoolteacher in Rajosana village in 
northern Gujarat’s Banaskantha district. She said she was 
Modi’s wife and talked about him with great respect. 
Halfway through the interview, though, the school’s 
principal instructed her not to talk to journalists. The story 
hung there, incomplete.? 

When Indian Express correspondent Darshan Desai met 
her, she was hesitant to talk and said that whenever anyone 
came in a car, people in the village thought that it had been 
sent to take her to the state capital. As soon as Desai 
returned to Gandhinagar, he got a call from the chief 
minister’s office. Modi wanted to talk to him. ‘What is 
your agenda?’ he asked him. ‘You had been doing stories 
on the riots so far, but you have gone too far today.’ Soon 
after, a senior bureaucrat called up Desai, saying Modi was 
upset. He suggested that he tell Shekhar Gupta, his editor, 
that he had been unable to talk to Jashoda. Desai politely 
told him that he would do nothing of the sort.’ 

Modi did declare himself a married man, revealing his 
wife’s name as Jashodaben, while filing his nomination 
papers from the Vadodara seat in April 2014 for the general 
elections. But he has never accepted her in practice. 


LBRO 


Growing up, the RSS was Modi’s family. The RSS does not 
have a formal membership procedure. Any Hindu male 
can join a shakha (branch), which is the basic unit of the 
organization. Here participants go through physical 
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exercises, sing patriotic songs, engage in group discussions 
on Hindu philosophy and religion. Once a person attends a 
shakha, he is considered a member. The organization claims 
to have shakhas in around 50,000 villages. 

Modi joined a Vadnagar shakha of the RSS at the 
impressionable age of eight and quietly worked there for 
many years. He loved donning the RSS uniform—black 
cap, white shirt and khakhi shorts. Laxmanrao Inamdar, a 
pracharak at Hedgewar Bhavan, the RSS headquarters in 
Ahmedabad, took him under his wing. Old-time RSS 
associate and former Gujarat Chief Minister Shankersinh 
Vaghela remembers that Modi wanted to be different. ‘He 
insisted on wearing white shorts and growing a beard,’ he 
says. “Whenever RSS sarsanghchalak Madhavrao Sadashiv 
Golwalkar visited, Modi would quickly change into khakhi 
shorts and shave off his beard.”4 

At the age of twenty, Modi joined a relative to work in 
a canteen run by the Gujarat State Road Transport office at 
Astodia in Ahmedabad. There he met some RSS activists 
and was further enamoured by their passionate 
conversations. He joined the Gujarat RSS headquarters in 
Ahmedabad and quickly picked up organizational skills, 
working closely with the VHP, the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi 
Parishad (ABVP) and the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh. He 
worked diligently, doing odd jobs like washing utensils 
and clothes, cleaning rooms and cooking. He got noticed 
as an efficient and sincere worker who had a penchant for 
organization. Soon, he was given more responsibilities as a 
pracharak. Years later, he graduated to become a pracharak 
in charge of central Gujarat. 
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In the late 1970s and early 1980s, when I used to cover 
the municipal corporation for the Ahmedabad edition of 
the Times of India, the Congress had a firm grip on the city, 
and the BJP, once it came into existence, had no presence. 
But soon after he had joined the party, Modi guided it to 
its first ever win in the Ahmedabad civic body elections in 
1987. This would be only his first successful salvo against 
the Congress. 

And yet, ironically, the party which gained the most 
from his decimation of the Congress in the state over a 
period of more than two decades, and which went on to 
form a government at the Centre with him as the prime 
minister in 2014, did not initially want him. Vaghela says 
that the BJP had asked the RSS to send Laljibhai Patel, a 
well-known pracharak, instead of Modi as a full-time worker 
to be made the party’s organizing secretary. But Modi 
convinced senior RSS leaders like Madhubhai Kulkarni 
and Sureshrao Ketkar that some people in the party were 
opposed to him because they knew he would ensure that 
RSS interests were not compromised. It was then that the 
Sangh decided to depute Modi to the BJP—in a move that 
would script one of the most fascinating political careers in 
India. 
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Riding to Power in 
Gujarat 


hen onwards, Modi worked closely with BJP leaders 

such as Keshubhai Patel and Shankersinh Vaghela, 
building the party’s foundations in the state. He emerged 
as an important figure who had a say in party affairs. He 
was noticed as an effective organizer of the Nyay Yatra 
Qourney for Justice) in 1987 and the Lok Shakti Rath Yatra 
(Chariot Journey for People’s Empowerment), designed to 
strengthen the growing Hindutva sentiment, in 1989. 

A turning point in the political history of Gujarat—and 
Modi—was the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. For the 
BJP, Gujarat was an ideal place to kick-start its campaign. 
Social researcher Achyut Yagnik, who co-authored Creating 
a Nationality: The Ram Janmabhoomi Movement and Fear of the 
Self, writes, ‘On 16 September 1990, Pravin Togadia, the 
VHP’s vitriolic general secretary in Gujarat, announced 
that 101 Ram Jyoti Yatras and 15,000 Vijaya Dashami 
Vijay Yatras would cover the state, and 1,00,000 volunteers 
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from Gujarat would participate in karseva in Ayodhya, 
including 50,000 trident-carrying Bajrang Dal volunteers 
and 1,000 tribals with bows and arrows. He added that 
18,000 religious conferences would also be held in all the 
18,000 villages of Gujarat. Apparently, even before the 
public announcement of L.K. Advani’s Rath Yatra, the 
VHP had started preparing for it on a large scale.’ 

And when the Rath Yatra started from Somnath, a 
famous temple in Gujarat destroyed several times through 
history by Muslim invaders, who would Advani have by his 
side but a self-effacing party worker who was beginning to 
make a name for himself as an efficient organizer—Narendra 
Modi. He spared no effort to cement a new bond with the 
BJP patriarch by coming across to him as a humble 
perfectionist who would not rest until everything was in 
order. Not only did he impress Advani by ensuring a 
rousing welcome for him all along the Rath Yatra route in 
Gujarat but, in 1991, he also convinced the senior leader to 
contest the Lok Sabha polls from Gandhinagar. It was a 
masterstroke that at once showcased his growing proximity 
to Advani, who once again had him by his side as he filed 
his nomination papers, and also displaced Shankersinh 
Vaghela, who had become Modi’s archrival and a powerful 
force within the party. 

Ironically, Modi and Vaghela had been quite close as 
pracharaks in the RSS. Their common goal was to shake 
the well-entrenched foundations of the Congress in the 
state and build the BJP. They had their tasks clearly 
demarcated: Modi as a foot soldier was the battle strategist. 
His job was to ensure that party meetings were well 
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attended and well organized. Vaghela, on the other hand, 
was the finance strategist, bolstering the party’s finances 
through his excellent contacts with industry. Over time, 
Modi noticed that Vaghela commanded tremendous respect 
and clout in the BJP as he was the one who brought in the 
moolah. He realized that the key to power in Gujarat was 
building a strong network with industry. Over the years, 
that is exactly what he meticulously did. He appropriated 
Vaghela’s role and then worked to edge him out. Once he 
got money pouring into party coffers, his stock went up 
both with the RSS and the BJP. Even in 2014, the BJP’s 
finances for the general elections were routed by Modi 
through Gujarat as he wanted to send out a clear message 
that the money comes through him and from his state, 
says a top source. 

Modi’s electoral strategy was widely seen as central to 
the BJP’s victory in the 1995 state elections. While 
Keshubhai, popular among the Patels in Saurashtra and 
enjoying Advani’s backing, took oath as the first BJP chief 
minister of the state, Modi was promoted as the party’s 
national secretary in charge of five states. As he grew in 
stature, he allegedly started interfering with the Patel 
government so much so that the media dubbed him the 
‘Super CM’. Irritated and angry, Patel complained about 
him to the party’s central leadership. But his grievances 
fell on deaf ears. 

Modi also allegedly worked to pit the state’s two 
powerful leaders, Vaghela and Patel, against each other. 
Rifts between the two began to surface. Sources say both 
suspected Modi and his simmering ambition to be behind 
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this but could do nothing to overcome their increasing 
sense of discomfort. Matters came to a head when, soon 
after he took over as chief minister, Patel appointed fifty- 
two chairmen or heads of various boards and corporations. 
This was a normal practice to placate state leaders who 
found no place in the cabinet. But Vaghela, who had 
expected to be anointed as the chief minister, found that 
almost none of his supporters had made it to the list. 
Clearly, he was being sidelined, and he decided to revolt. 
He stayed in Vasania Mahadev village near Gandhinagar, 
with forty-three of his supporters surrounding it and 
converting it into a fortress. Then suddenly, he flew away 
to Khajuraho in a chartered plane. Aviation authorities had 
to give special permission for the plane to land there late at 
night. From there, he demanded Patel’s resignation. 

The party’s tallest leader, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, decided 
to intervene. He arrived in Gandhinagar and worked out a 
compromise whereby Patel would be removed as chief 
minister and an acceptable replacement would be appointed. 
He also wanted Modi out of Gujarat, as he was seen as a 
troublemaker. But hours later, around 2.30 a.m., a group 
of BJP’ workers close to Modi gathered outside the state 
guest house where Vajpayee was staying and shouted 
slogans against him, even to the extent of insinuating that 
the senior leader was corrupt. 

The BJP government was heading for a collapse as it 
could not influence or arm-twist the rebels. In order to 
placate the rebels, Patel stepped down and made way for 
Suresh Mehta. But the BJP, unable to stem petty infighting 
in spite of having a majority government, seemed to be 
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losing the plot. Mehta’s reign too was short-lived. During 
his tenure, there was rioting in the assembly in 1996, with 
MLAs and journalists being assaulted, and the Centre 
dismissed his government. Soon after, the party received 
yet another blow as Vaghela broke away to form the 
Rashtriya Janata Party with a majority of the MLAs. He 
then formed the government with outside support from 
the Congress. 

When Vaghela chose a safe seat like Radhanpur, a 
sleepy hamlet in drought-struck Banaskantha district, to 
contest after he had become the chief minister, Modi did 
his best to have him defeated. He allegedly got a number 
of candidates, all named Shankersinh Vaghela, to contest 
against him so that the voters would get confused and the 
votes would split. He also got the BJP to redesign the 
election campaign with a seven-tier strategy—from the 
assembly, district, taluka and block down to the village, 
family and individual level—for its candidate Shankerbhai 
Chaudhary. But despite his efforts, Vaghela won the seat. 
Gujarat’s tryst with unstable governments, however, 
continued. After a year, the Congress withdrew its support 
to Vaghela, and he was forced to step down. Dilip Parikh, 
an industrialist, was made the chief minister. But he also 
survived for just three months as the Congress once again 
backed out. 

Elections were declared. The BJP rode back to power in 
1998 and, this time, with a two-thirds majority. Keshubhai 
Patel became the undisputed chief minister. There was a 
new confidence about him as, with Vaghela out of the way, 
he now felt he could not be unseated. He also made it clear 
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to the party leadership that he wanted Modi out of the 
state. Not wanting an open confrontation, the party packed 
off Modi to faraway Himachal Pradesh. With Modi out of 
the way, Keshubhai once again got around to consolidating 
his position. 

The banishment was a crucial point in Modi’s life and 
career. He worked hard and was sincerely committed to 
what he was doing. His image as a loyal, disciplined worker 
grew. Rubbing shoulders every day with the top leadership 
gave him enough scope to make an impression. He made 
his presence felt and created a base for himself. It was not 
Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee but Advani who was 
his mentor. It was he who gave him a larger role in Punjab, 
Haryana and Himachal Pradesh. As he had the ear of the 
top leadership, he was able to speak his mind on the state 
of affairs in Gujarat. 

To make matters worse for Keshubhai, two cyclones 
hit the Kandla and Saurashtra coasts in 2000, causing 
heavy damage. The BJP lost heavily in that year’s local 
body elections. Top BJP leaders were constantly being told 
that the BJP in Gujarat was slipping and losing support. 
Then tragedy struck on a massive scale. A 7.7-magnitude 
earthquake occurred on the morning of 26 January 2001 
with its epicentre in Kutch, killing 20,000 people and 
injuring more than a lakh. There was widespread 
devastation, with several villages and towns in Kutch being 
reduced to rubble. 

Once again, an impression gained ground that Patel 
had failed in the rescue and relief operations and the party 
had got a bad name because of him. In fact, observers and 
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journalists who covered the rescue operations say that 
Patel did whatever he could in the given circumstances but 
the magnitude of the disaster was unprecedented. The 
whisper campaign against Patel’s mismanagement 
nevertheless spread to Delhi. The leadership, however, felt 
that replacing him during the crucial relief operations 
would be foolhardy, and he got a breather. 

In September 2001, there were by-elections for three 
assembly seats, and the BJP lost all of them. Earlier, it had 
lost the prestigious Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation 
elections. The leadership in Delhi panicked. Patel was 
asked to step down. This took him by surprise as he had 
won a clear majority for the party in the last assembly 
elections, bagging 127 out of 182 seats, a feat Modi has not 
been able to better in three successive victories. 

When the BJP brass decided that Patel had to go, four 
leaders were singled out to handle the delicate situation: 
Haren Pandya, Rajendrasinh Rana, Kaushick Patel and 
Gordhan Zadaphia. They came up with the solution that 
Modi could be made deputy chief minister with Patel 
continuing in the CM’s chair so that there was no bad 
blood. But Modi rejected the idea outright. He reportedly 
told the BJP central leadership, ‘Ek myan mein do talwarein 
nahin ho sakti (In one sheath, there cannot be two swords). 
Some months passed. Rana moved out of the group to be 
replaced by Amit Shah, who, unknown to the rest, was 
Modi’s mole. Patel was ultimately forced out. 

On 7 October 2001, Modi became the chief minister of 
Gujarat, with the blessings of Advani. It was a moment he 
had patiently waited for all along. But he was initially 
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uncomfortable in Gandhinagar, conscious of all the eyes 
both within and outside the party focussed on him. After 
all, he had parachuted into the state from Delhi and had 
never won an election. His immediate challenge was to 
contest an election from a safe assembly seat and quickly 
gain legitimacy. He first considered Ahmedabad’s Ellis 
Bridge constituency, which was a BJP stronghold. It was 
held by Haren Pandya, then home minister, who was one 
of the most powerful figures in the state BJP but also 
somebody Modi detested as he had often used the police 
to keep tabs on him during Patel’s first term. Harenbhai, 
as he was popularly known, refused to give up his seat. 
Another BJP leader, Vajubhai Vala, proposed his Rajkot 
seat. Modi grabbed the offer and won but with a much 
smaller margin than Vala’s. It showed what little clout he 
had. 

But Modi wasn’t one to be dispirited easily. When he 
addressed his first meeting with legislators after he became 
chief minister, he is reported to have said, ‘I do not have 
the time to play a Test match. I am a one-day player.’* He 
was aman ina hurry to reach somewhere. As it turned out, 
things were about to change quite dramatically for Modi 
very soon. 
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Tremors That Shook 
History 


eC first big tragedy of the millennium anticipated 
the next. Journalistic accounts of the time show that 
fissures between Hindus and Muslims were visible even 
during rehabilitation in the aftermath of the 2001 
earthquake. The RSS and the VHP, which were actively 
involved in relief work, concentrated on the Hindu victims 
for the most part, and there was discrimination in 
distribution of relief material and compensation. I witnessed 
this while reporting from the affected areas for rediff.com. 

The state was still reeling from the tragedy when another 
struck, one which would haunt both Gujarat and India for 
years to come. Responding to a VHP call in February 2002, 
about 2,000 Ramsevaks (devotees of Ram) travelled to 
Ayodhya from Gujarat to take part in the Purnahuti Maha 
Yagna, a religious ceremony that was to ultimately 
culminate in the construction of the Ram temple. They 
were on their return journey in the Sabarmati Express on 
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27 February when the train stopped at Godhra at 7:43 a.m. 
Godhra had a history of communal violence, with curfew 
imposed for months at a stretch in 1985 following sporadic 
riots. 

Some accounts say that there was an altercation between 
the Ramsevaks and a Muslim tea vendor at the station. 
Someone pulled the emergency chain, and the train ground 
to a halt just as it was starting to chug out of the station. A 
crowd of more than a thousand people converged and 
flames leapt out of bogies S6 and S7. As per one version, 
the fire started from within, while other accounts say the 
bogies were set on fire from outside. Some passengers 
managed to escape, but fifty-nine, mostly women and 
children, were charred to death.! 

Then, instead of handing over the bodies to the aggrieved 
families following a post-mortem, as should have been the 
norm, they were taken to Ahmedabad. As the hearses 
made their way to the Sola Civil Hospital, crowds gathered. 
This whipped up passions, and anger spread among the 
onlookers. Within hours, the city was engulfed by 
communal riots, which rapidly spread all across the state. 

The aftermath of the Godhra tragedy was unimaginable. 
Communal violence had often rocked Gujarat, but it had 
never witnessed anything so gory and inhuman. When the 
VHP called for a statewide bandh after the Godhra carnage, 
it led to a brutal backlash against Muslims all over the 
state. M.H. Jowher, founder of the Society for Promotion 
of Rationality in Ahmedabad, claims that VHP activists 
were armed with land records from the Ahmedabad 
Municipal Corporation and local bodies. Shops, houses 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


20 MODI DEMYSTIFIED 


and establishments owned by people of the minority 
community were targeted in a planned manner. Gas 
cylinders were used to blast the interiors of buildings. In 
the walled city, there was mayhem, with large-scale arson, 
stabbings and acid attacks. The violence was captured live 
on television, and the whole country witnessed the carnage 
as it played out. The police were ineffective as if they had 
been asked to look the other way and allow people to vent 
their anger. There seemed to be no political will to contain 
the riots, was a frequently voiced complaint. 

As the city burned on 28 February, seventy-two-year- 
old former Congress MP Ehsan Jafri called up his twelve- 
year-old granddaughter Anika in Surat to tell her that he 
would not be able to attend her dance performance the 
following day. Through the day, as violence inched closer 
to Gulberg Society, a Muslim-dominated part in 
Chamanpura in the heart of Ahmedabad, Jafri called up 
dozens of influential people such as the director general of 
police, the city police commissioner and the chief secretary, 
asking for help. Many other Muslims from neighbouring 
localities also gathered at the society, as they felt they 
would be safe in the company of an ex-MP. Sanjiv Bhatt, 
deputy police commissioner, intelligence, who has since 
been suspended, has claimed that he went to meet Modi to 
tell him that Jafri’s life was in danger, but Modi asked him 
if he knew whether the ex-MP kept a gun.? In the event, no 
help arrived for Jafri. 

The mob at the gates finally broke in and went on the 
rampage, killing whomsoever they could lay their hands 
on. Jafri fired at the mob in self-defence but they 
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overpowered and killed him. His remains were not found. 
Zakia, his wife, who had locked herself in a room, escaped 
death. But in all, fifty-nine people died in the rioting at 
Gulberg Society. 

Then on the evening of 28 February, a mob of around 
15,000 set fire to a slum in Naroda, an industrial hub near 
Ahmedabad, and charred eighty-four people to death. The 
violence there was brutal. Independent groups that came 
in from outside Gujarat to investigate, such as the People’s 
Union for Civil Liberties and the People’s Union for 
Democratic Rights, were told horrifying stories of sexual 
violence and how mobs tormented their victims. Little 
children graphically described how their mothers or other 
women relatives were raped and killed. In what was 
probably the most inhuman incident of the rioting, a 
pregnant Kauser Bano from Naroda Patiya was attacked by 
a mob, which slit her stomach, pulled out the foetus and 
flung it into a fire. The extent of the violence shocked the 
country. No one could fathom how anyone could be 
involved in something so heinous. Ashutosh Varshney, 
professor of international studies and social sciences at 
Brown University in the US, termed the Gujarat riots a 
‘full-blooded pogrom’.? 


IERD 


The government, which had been a bystander in the initial 
hours of rioting, imposed a curfew on Ahmedabad and 
twenty-six other towns and cities late in the evening of 28 
February. About 151 towns and 993 villages in fifteen to 
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sixteen of the state’s twenty-five districts were affected by 
the post-Godhra violence, which was particularly severe in 
about five or six districts. The violence raged largely between 
28 February and 3 March and, after a drop, restarted on 15 
March, continuing till mid-June. In all, 1,044 people were 
reported killed and 223 missing. Property worth crores of 
rupees was looted or set on fire. 

Gulberg Society and Naroda Patiya were only the most 
shocking instances of violence in and around Ahmedabad. 
As the days passed, horror stories continued to emerge 
from elsewhere in Gujarat as well. In Sabarkantha district’s 
Himmatnagar, a restaurant was set on fire, and even an 
adjacent aviary with rare birds was not spared. All the 
birds died. Mobsters also poured acid into a huge aquarium 
with various species of fish. Sociologists struggled to explain 
from where such violence stemmed. 

Leave applications of police personnel were cancelled. 
Inspector General Kuldip Sharma of the Ahmedabad Range 
was in Delhi on leave. He rushed back when the riots 
broke out and started moving around, supervising 
operations in the districts of Ahmedabad Rural, Kheda and 
Anand. He was returning from Anand to Ahmedabad one 
day when he got a call from Superintendent of Police 
Manoj Aggarwal, saying that in Jinger, a Muslim-dominated 
village in Kheda district, nearly 1,200 people from the 
minority community had been surrounded by a huge crowd. 
There was just one sub-inspector and a few constables 
trying to stop the mob from attacking the Muslims. He 
asked if reinforcements could be sent. Sharma immediately 
asked his striking force of one inspector, one sub-inspector, 
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two head constables and six constables travelling with him 
to rush to Jinger after briefing them on how to ensure the 
Muslims were not harmed. 

As he resumed his return journey to Ahmedabad, one 
of his colleagues told him that a villager passing by on a 
cycle had said: ‘Jinger ma moti honarat thavani che 
(A huge calamity is going to befall Jinger).’ Sharma realized 
that the situation in the village was more serious than he 
had imagined. Making a U-turn, he rushed to Jinger. His 
fears were confirmed when he saw huge trees felled to 
block the approach road. The driver tried to take a detour 
on dirt tracks away from the road but could not figure out 
how to reach Jinger. Sharma saw a teenage boy on the way 
and stopped to find out if there was a way through the 
nearby woods. The boy feared he would be victimized for 
helping the police. Sharma threw a rug around him so that 
he would not be identified and got him to guide the 
vehicle. 

When they reached Jinger, Sharma saw a huge crowd 
waiting for an opportunity to attack the Muslims who had 
been taken up a hillock by the local police. The lone sub- 
inspector had kept the mob at bay by firing bullets in the 
air. He had just four more left. As the crowd refused to 
disperse, Sharma ordered a cop to fire. One of the leaders 
was injured. The crowd realized that the police meant 

. business and quickly moved away. Sharma then radioed 
for eight state transport buses, got the terrified Muslims 
into it, and escorted them to a school which had been 
converted into a refugee camp. After receiving 
reinforcements to guard them, he finally resumed his 
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journey home. The whole operation had taken about eight 
hours. Sharma went to bed in the early hours of the 
morning. 

A few hours later, he got a call from his brother Pradeep 
Sharma, an Indian Administrative Service (IAS) officer, 
who was then the municipal commissioner in Jamnagar. 
He had received a call from Arvind Sharma, secretary to 
the chief minister, saying that Kuldip be told to be less 
proactive and not act strongly as in Jinger. Kuldip told his 
brother that the only way to deal with a communal virus 
was to quash it with a hammer blow. During a cursory 
meeting three days later, Arvind told Pradeep that while 
he was talking to him, requesting him to caution his 
brother, Modi had stood next to him and remarked, ‘Juni 
mitrata lage che (seems like an old friendship).’ Recounting 
the incident in a 2011 letter to the Supreme Court- 
appointed Special Investigation Team, Pradeep alleged that 
the chief minister’s office had given specific instructions to 
allow Hindus to vent their anger.‘ 

Anger is an emotion that twenty-two-year-old Noopur 
Patel from Vadodara also associates strongly with the 
Gujarat carnage, but for other reasons. On 28 February 
2002, then aged ten, she was getting ready to leave home 
when her bus driver called, saying her school had closed 
after a curfew was announced. The girl was overjoyed and 
pondered what to do on that unexpected holiday. But she 
was soon to discover that hundreds of Muslims were being 
attacked and killed on the streets and their houses and 
shops set on fire. A few hours later, her mother got a call 
saying that the house of Kuwawala, one of her colleagues, 
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had been reduced to ashes and the family was on the 
streets. She rushed to office, not knowing what to do, but 
was glad to see that colleagues had hurriedly put together 
Rs 10,000 to ensure that Kuwawala got food supplies and 
a temporary shelter. 

Noopur’s extended family strongly supports the BJP 
and Modi. But she and her mother do not identify with 
their political leanings. She remembers that there would 
be family fights and nasty arguments whenever her mother 
brought up the post-Godhra riots to discuss the violation 
of human rights. As an aspiring journalist, she says she 
would rather be on the side of the wronged minorities 
than go with the popular wave. ‘Modi may be a good 
administrator. But the cost that the state has paid is 
unpardonable. Every time someone asks me to forgive, 
forget and move on, I only have one question to ask: What 
if the family that was burnt, cut and killed was yours?” 

In Noopur’s city Vadodara, the most gruesome incident 
of the riots took place at the Best Bakery, where fourteen 
people were burnt alive. Violence continued for months. 
In Sardarpura village near Vijapur town of Mehsana district, 
a mob attacked a Muslim mohalla and burnt twenty-nine 
people to death. For the first time, Adivasis became part of 
the rioting mobs. Children who escaped the carnage by 
hiding from marauding mobs told visiting journalists and 
activists chilling stories of how their sisters and mothers 
were stripped, raped, mutilated and then killed to destroy 
evidence. 

Not just locals but visitors also felt the threat. Zahir 
Mohammed had grown up in California and had come to 
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Gujarat on 15 February 2002 on a fellowship to work with 
the America India Foundation. He stayed in a Hindu- 
dominated slum in Ahmedabad as part of his study. He 
remembers how, on the morning of 28 February 2002, a 
mob walked on the street where he stayed, demanding 
that Muslims come out of their homes. A terrified Zahir 
managed to hide and escape. While researching the 
aftermath of the riots, he interviewed one Nadeem Saiyed, 
an eyewitness to the Naroda Patiya massacre. A few months 
later, he discovered to his horror that Nadeem had been 
fatally stabbed twenty-eight times. Writing for the Boston 
Review, he said that it was only then that he understood 
why people were so scared to talk about Modi.° 


It is this conspiracy of silence—victims, intellectuals, 
businessmen and community leaders either unable or 
unwilling to speak up—that has been a hallmark of the 
riots. The violence and victims’ voices captured by television 
cameras haunted the nation’s conscience and 4,256 first 
information reports (FIRs) were filed,’ but the drafting of 
many was deliberately weak so that the cases collapsed. In 
courts, state government—appointed public prosecutors 
brazenly helped the accused get bail. Many cases were 
closed for lack of evidence. Rapists moved freely as they 
had killed their victims to destroy evidence. 

Activist Manishi Jani, one of the leaders of the 
Nav Nirman agitation, a popular movement against 
corruption in Gujarat in 1974, says, ‘Gujarat started getting 
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polarized on communal lines in 1985 with the riots in 
Ahmedabad, and the polarization was almost complete in 
2002. The Hindu majority talks of how Modi has brought 
development to the state, but what they actually want to 
say is that he silenced the Muslim voice once and for all.’ 
It was a sentiment that came up often. Several of my friends 
too openly argued that Muslims had been shown their place. 

Modi rode on this sentiment. He dissolved the legislative 
assembly in June 2002 and called for early elections. His 
speeches were charged with aggression and targeted the 
perpetrators of the Godhra incident. He was vitriolic and 
played to the gallery, invoking Gujarati pride which he was 
out to redeem. He ensured his stage faced west so that he 
could point his clenched fist in Pakistan’s direction and 
talk about the need to put down India’s enemy. Audiences 
lustily cheered this emerging ‘Hindu Samrat’. Amid roars 
of applause, he knew he had won over a majority of 
Hindus with his rhetoric. 

The Congress in Gujarat maintained that the train 
massacre in Godhra was engineered by the BJP, VHP and 
the RSS to whip up an anti-Muslim wave. Modi lashed 
back, saying that the party was saying exactly what Islamic 
groups were saying, and so, by deduction, both were 
working in tandem to defame Gujaratis. It was a line that 
clutched at the heart of the electorate. In December 2002, 
Modi’s gamble paid off as the BJP registered a stunning 
victory, securing a two-thirds majority. It won even in 
Congress strongholds. The message was ominous: 
communal violence had once again paid rich dividends. 


FERS 
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But Modi and his government have not escaped scrutiny. 
There were more than sixty investigations by national and 
international bodies into the 2002 riots. The National 
Human Rights Commission report, for one, concluded 
that the attacks had been premeditated and there was 
complicity of state government officials. The report also 
mentioned the BJP and Modi for ‘promoting the attitudes 
of racial supremacy, racial hatred and the legacy of Nazism 
through his government’s support of school textbooks in 
which Nazism is glorified’.’ 

On 6 March 2002, the Gujarat government itself set up 
a one-man inquiry commission under retired Gujarat High 
Court judge K.G. Shah. But Shah’s alleged closeness to 
Modi provoked outrage, and the government reconstituted 
the commission into a two-member committee by 
appointing retired Supreme Court judge G.T. Nanavati as 
the chairman. Shah passed away in March 2008, just a few 
months before the committee was due to submit its initial 
report, and the Gujarat High Court then appointed retired 
judge Akshay Kumar Mehta. The initial term of the 
committee was three months. However, by December 2013, 
it had received twenty extensions, and the final report is 
yet to be submitted. 

Most notably, in April 2012, a Supreme Court-appointed 
Special Investigation Team (SIT) under former Central 
Bureau of Investigation (CBI) director R.K. Raghavan gave 
Modi and fifty-seven others a clean chit in the complaint 
filed against them by Zakia Jafri, widow of Ehsan Jafri, 
who was burnt to death in Gulberg Society. And in 
December 2013, an Ahmedabad court further rejected 
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Zakia’s protest petition against the SIT’s closure report, 
leading her to move the Gujarat High Court in March 
2014. The SIT itself has come under criticism from several 
quarters, with journalist Manoj Mitta’s book The Fiction of 
Fact-finding, in particular, taking a detailed look at what it 
says is the cursory job done by the investigating team. 

Modi’s culpability in the riots is still being debated 
twelve years on. However, many in his administration are 
today behind bars. Among them is gynaecologist Dr Maya 
Kodnani, three-time MLA from Naroda and Gujarat’s 
minister for higher education and women and child welfare 
from 2007 to 2009, who was in 2012 sentenced to twenty- 
eight years in prison for orchestrating the massacre of 
nearly a hundred people during the Naroda Gam and 
Naroda Patiya riots. Witnesses testified that she handed 
out swords to Hindu rioters and instigated them to attack 
Muslims. Phone records showed that she was present in 
the areas that were among the worst hit in the riots in 
Ahmedabad and that she had spoken to the police and 
other ministers. Among those present in court on the day 
Kodnani was sentenced was Abdul Majid Mohammed 
Usman Sheikh, who had lost seven members of his family 
in the riots. Ina little plastic cover, he carried photographs 
of his pregnant wife, three sons and three daughters—a 
reminder of the mockery that delayed justice and official 
‘closure’ reports make of survivors’ unabating pain. 

In addition to Kodnani and thirty others, Babu Bajrangi 
of the Bajrang Dal was also convicted of the Naroda Patiya 
massacres and sentenced to life imprisonment. In 2007, 
Tehelka published a hidden-camera conversation between 
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its reporter Ashish Khetan and Bajrangi. In it, Bajrangi 
recounted in detail his role in the killings. Going by the 
conversation, he had no regret about the cruelty he had 
inflicted. 


ERO 


Such a mindset brings to mind only one question: could 
this senseless carnage not have been averted? A decade 
ago, as soon as the first dome of the Babri Masjid had 
collapsed under the karsevaks’ onslaught, Bihar Chief 
Minister Lalu Prasad Yadav had phoned district magistrates 
and police chiefs one by one. ‘Shoot whoever foments 
communal violence. Deal with the situation ruthlessly. 
Otherwise you know how I will deal with you,’ he had told 
them. Before news of the demolition spread, police and 
paramilitary forces had moved into communally sensitive 
areas in the state. The chief minister’s stern directives had 
helped contain the violence, with just a few pockets in 
Ranchi, Jamshedpur and Munger erupting. Bihar had 
recorded the lowest death toll of twenty-four. 

But in Gujarat in 2002, most senior police officers 
failed to stem the violence. It was allowed to simmer and 
spread. Wherever conscientious police officers stepped in, 
however, the violence was contained. In as many as eleven 
districts, the police chiefs acted tough. When the demolition 
of the Babri Masjid had sparked off riots, Surat had been 
one of the worst affected, with more than 300 dead. The 
city had been paralysed with fear. Ten years later, when 
hundreds were being massacred in Ahmedabad and 
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elsewhere in Gujarat, Surat was under control. Acting 
swiftly on intelligence inputs, Police Commissioner V.K. 
Gupta put his forces on alert, strictly imposed a curfew 
and capped the violence. Only seven died there as opposed 
to 359 in Ahmedabad. 

Similarly, in Bhavnagar, police chief Rahul Sharma was 
out on the streets, leading from the front. He ensured 
round-the-clock vigil and ordered fire to foil attempts by 
mobs of the BJP, the RSS and the VHP to burn and kill, and 
even arrested many of its leaders. Muslims in both Surat 
and Bhavnagar said that had it not been for these two 
officers, many of them would have died. 

Ironically, Rahul Sharma was shunted to the state 
police control room on 24 March 2002, just thirty-eight 
days after he was made Bhavnagar’s district superintendent 
of police, and without the consent of Director General of 
Police K. Chakravarti. Later on, it was his investigation of 
Kodnani’s call records, providing the details of who spoke 
to whom and showing the movement of ministers, 
that nailed her and VHP general secretary Jaydeep Patel. 
But in 2011, the Modi administration charge-sheeted 
Sharma under the Official Secrets Act for passing on 
the call records to the Nanavati Commission without 
clearances and posted him to the Police Training College 
in Vadodara. 

Sanjiv Bhatt, who was additional deputy commissioner 
in the state intelligence bureau at the time of the riots, 
filed an affidavit with the Supreme Court in 2011 regarding 
a meeting involving Modi at which the government’s 
response to the train burning was discussed. He said that 
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at the meeting, where he too was present, it was decided 
to bring the dead from the Sabarmati Express to Ahmedabad 
prior to cremation. He also claimed that Modi had asked 
police officials to allow ‘Hindus to vent their anger against 
Muslims’.!° Soon after Bhatt filed the affidavit, the 
government announced that he was neglecting his official 
duties by not turning up for work. He was later suspended 
from his post. 

In his deposition before the Nanavati Commission, 
Police Inspector K.G. Erda said he had called for help and 
reinforcements from the State Reserve Police around noon 
on 28 February 2002 when a mob of around 10,000 people 
gathered at Gulberg Society. The crowd swelled to 20,000 
by 2 p.m. At 2.45, he sent a message to the police control 
room, saying that the society had been set on fire. Senior 
police officers in charge of the area arrived only after 
4 p.m. But it was Erda who was sent to jail for dereliction 
of duty. 


FERS 


The civil society met a similar fate. A study done by the 
Delhi-based Centre for Equity Studies found that in most 
of the criminal cases registered after the riots, the police 
complaints were typically sketchy, deliberately leaving out 
the names of the accused and witnesses.!! Bail was freely 
granted and witnesses intimidated. The investigation was 
deliberately shoddy, the prosecution acted as if it was the 
defence, and courts watched the demolition of the cases by 
the police and prosecutors. ‘The 2002 violence against 
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Muslims in Gujarat is a dark blot on India’s reputation for 
religious equality. Instead of prosecuting senior state and 
police officials implicated in the atrocities, the Gujarat 
authorities engaged in denial and obstruction of justice,’ 
says Meenakshi Ganguly, South Asia director, Human 
Rights Watch.” 

Pained by what she saw and experienced while meeting 
people after the riots, celebrated dancer Mallika Sarabhai 
petitioned the Supreme Court against Modi and several 
others, requesting for a CBI probe into the riots. In a 
retaliatory move, the Modi government on 18 October 
2003 tried to implicate her in a human trafficking case. 
The Naranpura police station in Ahmedabad filed a case 
saying that she was using Darpana, her reputed dance and 
cultural organization, to illegally take people to the United 
States and South America under the pretext of dance 
programmes. The police were apparently acting on a 
complaint from Manushi Shah, a member of the Darpana 
Academy’s dance troupe. She was to be on a tour to Brazil 
and the US with the academy and was to have got a visa 
but Darpana did not secure it for her. 

Fighting back, Sarabhai filed a petition in the Supreme 
Court, challenging the FIR registered against her. In his 
deposition before the Nanavati Commission, Sanjiv Bhatt, 
who was with the State Intelligence Bureau at the time, 
said that he was given instructions by Modi to use money 
from the secret services fund to bribe Sarabhai’s lawyers 
into informing the government of every move she planned 
so that the state could accordingly prepare its defence. In 
an affidavit filed in 2011 before the Supreme Court, he 
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once again alleged that secret service funds were withdrawn 
on Modi’s instructions to undermine Sarabhai’s petition, 

Moreover, then Additional Director General of Police 
R.B. Sreekumar also filed an affidavit before the Nanavati 
Commission, saying that Modi had instructed him to give 
Rs 10 lakh from the secret services fund to Bhatt to give to 
Sarabhai’s lawyers. In a complaint to B.K. Gupta, then 
Delhi police commissioner, Sarabhai said the money was 
given to her lawyers so that they would directly provide 
advance information pertaining to the case to Amit Shah, 
Modi’s trusted aide. 

After eleven months of investigation, the Ahmedabad 
police handed over the case to CID (crime). When Kuldip 
Sharma, who was handling the case, examined what the 
investigations showed, he saw there was no shred of 
evidence against Sarabhai and closed the file. Almost one- 
and-a-half years later, when Kuldip met Modi on 18 August 
2006, Modi brought up the matter. Kuldip explained to 
him in detail that there was no evidence to arrest her. 
According to Kuldip’s version of the conversation, Modi 
said, ‘Aapdi sarkar hoi ane charge sheet pun na mukaye 
(Despite being in power, can’t we even charge-sheet her)?” 
Kuldip said he could do nothing of the kind as there was 
no evidence and the case would not stand scrutiny in any 
court. That hardly mattered, Modi is then learnt to have 
said, as long as she spent some time in jail or ran around 
defending herself until acquittal. 

Kuldip could not believe that Modi could say something 
like this. He saw the anger in Modi’s eyes. But he was not 
the kind to give in. Getting up, he said, ‘May I take your 
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leave, sir?’ Without waiting for an answer, he left the 
room. As he did so, he knew he was upholding the greatest 
traditions of the IPS but also knew that his illustrious 
career would be stymied soon. His apprehensions soon 
came true. He was shunted to the Police Academy, which 
is known to be a punishment posting. The Centre, however, 
later got him to take over as director general, Bureau of 
Police Research and Development, in Delhi. After 
retirement, it appointed him as an advisor to the home 
ministry for two years. 

Harsh Mander, a social worker and writer who has 
similarly been very critical of the Modi government’s role 
in the riots, had his appointment as member of the National 
Advisory Council in 2013 opposed by Modi, who called 
him a Maoist supporter. The anger obviously comes, says 
Magsaysay Award-winner Aruna Roy, from the fact that a 
series of authenticated documents and films have 
established the complicity of the Gujarat government in 
what has been one of the worst instances of a state betraying 
its people and the Constitution. ‘Modi,’ she says, ‘lumps all 
manner of dissent into one anti-state seditious category.’ 


FERS 


Like Kuldip Sharma, another police officer who fell out 
with Modi was R.B. Sreekumar. Modi wanted early elections 
to be held in the state soon after the post-Godhra riots, 
ostensibly to ride on the Hindutva wave. But as additional 
director general of police (intelligence), Sreekumar told 
the Election Commission that it would not be advisable to 
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hold elections as 154 constituencies in the state were 
affected. The elections were then postponed. 

In September 2002, when Modi took out a Gauray 
Yatra (Pride March) covering the state, K. Chakravarthi, 
the director general of police, told Sreekumar not to report 
about communal speeches being delivered. He replied that 
the order was illegal and he would not follow it. ‘I reported 
the speeches, as it was my duty to do so, and soon found 
myself transferred as additional director general of police 
for police reforms. There was no work for me and, to keep 
myself occupied, I started studying for postgraduate degrees 
one after the other. Thanks to Modi, I now have four 
postgraduate degrees,’ he says laughingly. He adds that 
affidavits filed before the Nanavati Commission were all 
dictated by the government and, apart from him, only two 
police officers, Rahul Sharma and Sanjiv Bhatt, filed 
independent affidavits. 

On 25 August 2004, six days before the Nanavati 
Commission probing the 2002 riots was to record 
Sreekumar’s statements, he was called over by Home 
secretary Girish Chandra Murmu and government pleader 
Arvind Pandya. They told him what to say and what not to 
say while deposing. Murmu was dealing with legal cases 
that involved Modi directly or indirectly. They even told 
him that they had briefed all those who were to appear 
before the commission. Sreekumar, though, recorded the 
conversation and deposed on how the Sangh Parivar played 
an active role in the riots, how the law was subverted and 
the criminal justice system derailed. 

Like other police officers who did not toe the 
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government line, Sreekumar also paid a heavy price. He 
found his junior promoted over him as director general of 
police. A charge sheet was filed against Sreekumar for 
giving secret reports to the Nanavati Commission without 
the government’s permission. But the Central 
Administrative Tribunal quashed the charge sheet in its 
200-page judgment. The government appealed against the 
CAT judgment but lost. It then approached the Gujarat 
High Court, only to lose again. It was forced to promote 
him and restore his benefits two years after retirement. 

After retirement, Sreekumar minced no words in a 
letter to Modi, ‘I have no hesitation to submit that you are 
a person with inexhaustible stamina, energy, skill and 
dexterity to pursue what you think to be dear to your 
heart. Kindly convert your fast as a yagna to exorcise 
from your mind the ideas of exclusivism, sectarianism and 
hatred of certain sections, indoctrinated by the Sangh 
Parivar. If this is done, you will be a shining asset to Indian 
politics.’! 

ERO 

Writer and academician Tridip Suhrud, who works in the 
Ahmedabad-based Gandhi Ashram, has written that 
acknowledgement is one way for a society to come to 
terms with genocide, and wonders if Modi would ever do 
it. He says that it was moral pressure exerted by society 
that eventually forced Congress leaders Sonia Gandhi, 
Rahul Gandhi and Manmohan Singh to apologize for the 
1934 anti-Sikh riots, which took place under a Congress 
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government in the wake of then Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi’s assassination by her Sikh bodyguards. Singh said 
that what happened that year was a negation of the entire 
concept of nationhood enshrined in the Constitution. 

Modi can take a leaf out of the book. But if past actions 
and statements are any indication of the path leading to 
the future, this is not going to happen. Even if Modi wants 
to, the RSS, the Bajrang Dal and the VHP will not let him 
apologize. It also does not help that Modi’s ardent 
supporters are quick to counter 2002 with 1984, for one 
riot cannot justify another. And it is such a mentality that 
sociologist Shiv Visvanathan terms the ‘normalization of 
genocide’.!° 

Time and again at various public forums, Modi has 
been asked whether he is sorry for the riots or whether he 
could have handled them better. His answer: He had not 
been found guilty by any court and, if his guilt is proven, 
he should be hanged so that something like this does not 
happen again. In an interview with British author Andy 
Marino for his book Narendra Modi: A Political Biography, 
Modi said, ‘I feel sad about what happened but no guilt. 
And no court has come even close to establishing it.” 
Elsewhere, he has said that his definition of secularism is 
‘development for all and appeasement to none’. And so 
the question of his not being secular does not arise as the 
fruits of the development that has taken place under his 
regime go to all. He has also often said that there were no 
riots, not a day’s curfew, in the state after 2002, and it had 
even been peaceful in the wake of the Akshardham temple 
attack the same year and the Ahmedabad bomb blasts of 
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2008. His supporters say that he was just five months old 
in office at the time of the riots and was caught unawares 
but did the best he could. He even called in the army 
within two days of the eruption of violence. Moreover, he 
learned from the tragedy and maintained peace in the state 
over the next decade. 

Nevertheless, the Gujarat riots have tailed Modi over 
the last decade and continued to do so in the run-up to the 
2014 elections. It is a ghost he has not been able to shake 
off. When international news agency Reuters interviewed 
him in 2013 and asked if he felt a sense of regret about the 
riots, he drew a distasteful analogy. He said if he were 
travelling in the back seat of a car and a ‘kutte ka bachcha 
(puppy)’ came under it, he would naturally feel bad.!* But 
far from projecting himself as a sympathetic, kind-hearted 
person, Modi only stirred up a fresh controversy. 

His supporters said that his comment reflected his 
compassion towards all living creatures, but his critics 
called it a slip that provided an insight into his real psyche. 
Academic-analyst Kanti Bajpai, writing in the Times of India 
on 29 March 2014, expressed concerns that a Modi-led 
India will be an India marked by soft fascism. ‘At its core,’ 
he wrote, ‘fascism stands for state authoritarianism, 
intimidation by conservative-minded extra-legal groups, 
national chauvinism ... (and) submission of individuals 
and groups to a larger-than-life leader.’” 
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Ahmedabad: A Tale of 
Two Cities 


here was a time not too long ago when Ahmedabad 

was divided only by the Sabarmati river, neatly flowing 
from north to south. Sultan Ahmed Shah had established 
the royal city on its eastern bank in 1411 ap, with a fortress 
spread over 43 acres. At the time, the land on the western 
bank was forested or had uninhabited swathes. Over the 
centuries, the eastern side became old Ahmedabad, with 
packed bazaars, close clustered buildings, the city’s main 
railway station, and eventually the airport. And the land to 
the Sabarmati’s west—which was developed during the 
colonial period, thanks to the construction of the Ellis 
Bridge in 1875 and later the relatively modern Nehru 
Bridge—came to house educational institutions, high-rise 
apartments, glitzy malls, multiplexes and business districts. 

Today, though, the city is also divided along communal 
lines, which are nowhere as neat as the Sabarmati, but 
certainly just as visible even from a distance. There is a 
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Muslim Ahmedabad, with neighbourhoods like Juhapura 
and Vatwa, where Hindu families are hard to come by. 
And there is a distinct Hindu Ahmedabad, with areas such 
as Naranpura, Vejalpur, Gurukul, Navrangpura, Ambawadi 
or Satellite Road, where it will be difficult to find a Muslim 
to greet on Eid. 

In Wadaj, one such Hindu-dominated area, it is common 
to find welcome signs which, ironically, are also hostile. 
‘Hindu rashtrana Wadaj prakhandma aapnu swagat che’ 
(You are welcome to the Wadaj part of the Hindu rashtra),’ 
they read. ‘In a plural society, such signs could hurt, but 
Ahmedabad has over time internalized them,’ says activist 
lawyer Sophia Khan.! In parts of the city, such signboards 
also by implication indicate that non-Hindus are not 
welcome there. In 2012, Ahmedabad Mirror reported how 
twenty-six-year-old Nida Yamin from Delhi found it difficult 
to find a flat on rent in the Vastrapur area of the city after 
she joined the Indian Institute of Management in 
Ahmedabad. When she finally found one, her landlady 
allowed her to stay on the condition that she did not tell 
anyone she was Muslim.’ 

As for the Muslim-dominated areas, they are often 
referred to as ‘mini Pakistan’ in Ahmedabad’s conservative 
Hindu circles. Juhapura is one such locality, and the fringe 
separating it from the adjacent Hindu area is called the 
‘border’. ‘The idea of calling it mini Pakistan is to direct 
hatred and hostility towards those living there,’ says Khan. 

The Hindu and Muslim areas also have distinct 
characteristics. The former are well looked after and enjoy 
civic amenities, while the latter, such as Vatwa, are 
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disorganized and shabby, do not have proper drainage, and 
are hence marked by filth, slush and water logging, with 
flies all over the place. In some parts, people have pooled 
money and set up illegal drainage systems. Most of them, 
even in well-to-do tenements and colonies, draw water 
from bore wells as there is no water supply. And then 
there is the curious case of those like Huma Nizami, a 
college professor, who was taxed even though she didn’t 
have a water connection.* 

The 2002 riots have been in large part responsible for 
Ahmedabad’s recent, deeply entrenched ghettoization. In 
their wake, Hindus started selling off their properties and 
moving from old parts of the city to the newer ones, while 
Muslims moved to localities dominated by others from the 
community. For years, M.H. Jowher, a well-to-do 
professional, had resisted pressure from friends and well 
wishers to move to a Muslim-dominated area, as it was 
against his thinking. He had a lot of Hindu friends and felt 
that moving out of a Hindu-dominated area would send 
out a wrong message about the kind of person he was. But 
after the 2002 riots, he also chose to move out. ‘It hurt me 
a great deal, but there was no choice. I then decided that I 
would dedicate my life to fighting communalism,’ he says. 

Less affluent Muslims moved to community ghettos 
and refugee camps on the outskirts, which were 
underdeveloped and neglected. For instance, one of the 
poorest Muslim areas in Ahmedabad is Citizen Nagar in 
Vatwa, a cluster of grubby little tenements that stand 
beside towering, stinking mounds of garbage. It was built 
in 2002 for riot victims who had lost their homes. 
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Having to live in ghettos for no fault of theirs, Muslims 
in Ahmedabad feel victimized. Their religious identity has 
become a burden. Even those who defined themselves in'a 
larger paradigm were forced to stick to traditional ways in 
order to gel with neighbours and feel a sense of belonging. 
The idea of a composite culture was sacrificed at the altar 
of religion. In Juhapura, for instance, many Muslims have 
become conservative. 

Neera Chandhoke, professor of political science in Delhi 
University, says that last decade’s peace in Ahmedabad 
has come at the cost of marginalizing the Muslim 
community.’ Earlier, Ahmedabad’s ruling classes, court 
officials, skilled craftsmen, weavers and textile workers 
were Muslims. Today, they have been rendered politically 
irrelevant by the process of ghettoization, which was abetted 
not just by the riots but even projects such as the one for 
the development of the Sabarmati riverfront. When the 
banks of the river were cleared of slums and illegal 
dwellings, authorities ensured that the Hindus were settled 
in one place and the Muslims in another despite the fact 
that they had once lived as neighbours. 

‘After 2002, Ahmedabad got completely divided,’ says 
activist Hanif Lakdawalla. ‘Segregation led to feelings of 
alienation and loneliness, and stereotyping increased. Our 
children will not be able to appreciate each other’s cultures 
and strengths. Social relations in Ahmedabad between 
Hindus and Muslims have almost come to an end. Our 
experiences were rich as we grew Up in mixed localities. 
But now, when our young complete their education in 
their divided cities and step into the real world, how will 
they deal with members of another community?” 
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Lakdawalla raises an important concern about the 
Hindu—Muslim religious divide which has been deepened 
by the education system. Earlier, children of both faiths 
studied, played and lived their lives together. There was 
something about this shared existence that evolved them 
into more tolerant citizens. But now, Muslims go to schools 
run in their localities by Muslim organizations. Many 
children drop out after the fifth standard, as secondary 
schools are far away in Hindu-dominated areas and are no 
longer seen as safe. 

Sophia Khan remembers that one school in Ahmedabad 
run by the Gujarat Law Society put all Muslim children of 
one standard into one class a few years ago. When the 
story was picked up by the media, the principal quickly 
rolled back the decision, saying there had been a mistake. 

Social worker Afroze in Juhapura points out that the 
government norm is to have one anganwadi for a population 
of 1,000 people. But in the Sarkhej area of Ahmedabad, 
with a Muslim population of around 4,00,000, there are 
only ninety-two anganwadis when there should be around 
400. ‘Juhapura does not have a single college,’ says Afroze. 
‘School dropout rates are high. Studies show that 78.8 per 
cent of students dropped out after the seventh standard, 
with 56.8 per cent of them being girls. Schools cannot 
expand to the secondary level, as permissions are not given. 
Even if Muslim private trusts were to run schools, they do 
not have the finances to pay bribes to get permissions.’® 

The tendency to exclude the other religion has become 
so deep-seated that ‘even schools and government 
programmes have now acquired a distinct Hindu flavour,’ 
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says Khan. An otherwise commendable initiative of the 
Modi government to give cycles to girls who continue 
studying after the eighth standard is called the Saraswati 
Sadhana Yojana, named after the Hindu goddess of 
knowledge. A more extreme form of such exclusion is 
obliteration of the city’s Islamic legacy, and the BJP had 
taken the first steps in that direction, in fact, soon after 
winning the Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation elections 
in 1987. It unsuccessfully attempted to change the city’s 
name back to Karnavati, which was what it was known as 
until the fifteenth century before it was renamed by Sultan 
Ahmed Shah. 


‘The Shah, while on a gracious walk, 
stopped at the bank of the Sabarmati 
The ground was clean and charming 
The water pleasant, the air pure. 
On seeing these attractions, by the grace of Allah, 
he dreamt of a wondrous city . . .” 


Poet Hulvi Shirazi wrote this in the fifteenth century of 
Sultan Ahmed Shah’s first impressions of what would be 
his kingdom, observe authors Achyut Yagnik and Suchitra 
Sheth in their book Ahmedabad: From Royal City to Megacity. 
Shirazi then went on to plead with Allah to keep 
Ahmedabad safe from all evils. Sadly, this was not to be, 
and by the middle of the twentieth century, one of modern 
India’s biggest evils, communal strife, had Ahmedabad in 
its grips. Following independence and the partition of 
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India in 1947, the city was scarred by intense communal 
violence that broke out between Hindus and Muslims as 
large numbers of Hindus from Pakistan migrated there. 

In 1969, the country’s deadliest communal riots since 
partition took place in Gujarat, originating in Ahmedabad. 
On 18 September, Muslims leaving a dargah in the Jamalpur 
area were believed to have disturbed some cows outside a 
nearby Jagannath temple. As tension gripped the area, a 
peace committee was hurriedly formed by senior police 
officers, political party leaders and community elders. It 
was decided that Muslims would apologize to the temple’s 
head priests to diffuse the tension. But the priests refused 
to accept the apology. One of the reasons was that a newly 
formed Hindu body, called the Hindu Dharma Raksha 
Samiti (Committee for the Defence of Hindus), chose to 
take a militant stance. The next day, violence spread like 
wildfire. Curfew was imposed, and the army had to be 
called in. 

Strong anti-Muslim sentiments further flared up in the 
Raipur area of the city, as there was an underworld don 
from the community terrorizing the people. Muslims 
supported him as he had political clout, with the Congress 
backing him. Hindus used the riots to express their anger 
and frustration with the way politicians supported anti- 
social elements. Mobs ransacked shops, houses and places 
of worship. A Muslim shrine near Raipur Gate was razed 
to the ground and a Hanuman temple was built there. It 
was only after eleven frightening days of rioting that peace 
returned to the city. As per official records, about 660 
people died in the riots and 6,742 residential and 
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commercial properties were damaged, 6,071 of which 
belonged to Muslims. 

Apart from narrow religious reasons, there were 
economic triggers that lit the embers of the riots. A textile 
recession gripped the city that had a large number of mills. 
Towards the end of the 1960s, more than half a dozen 
mills shut down, leaving nearly 17,000 people jobless. 
Many of them were Dalits, working in the spinning and 
coarse weaving sections. The mills were doing away with 
these units, wanting to shift to finer varieties of yarn. But 
the weaving sections, mostly manned by Muslims, 
continued. This led to bitterness and jealousy, which took 
an ugly form in the riots. 

In the 1970s when I moved to Anmedabad—which at 
first seemed to me like a quiet asphalted village compared 
to the excitement and energy that Mumbai reverberated 
with—as a trainee for the Times of India, I could identify 
three parts to the city. There was the exotic walled city, 
populated by the upper castes, Dalits and Muslims. They 
lived together and there was a good cultural mix. 

The second part was around the textile mills in the old 
city. The labourers who lived here were mostly Muslims 
and Dalits. The recession resulted in the mushrooming of 
power loom units that produced excellent-quality cloth. 
Chemical units and diamond polishing factories also came 
up at that time, resulting in migration from various parts 
of the country, changing the character of the city. 

The newer parts of the city, where apartment buildings 
started coming up, defined a different quality of life. This 
is where upwardly mobile Ahmedabadis moved to. As the 
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city got urbanized, pressure on land grew. As with the 
affluent parts of the city, slums grew too. Dons, gangsters 
and slumlords used communal clashes to burn down slums, 
terrorize residents into abandoning them, and then sell 
them off to property sharks or builders who were desperate 
for land to build high-rises. This building mafia established 
connections with the underworld and with politicians and 
bureaucrats to help them clear land. They were strange 
bedfellows but worked in tandem as it was a win-win 
situation for all of them. Moreover, the city’s unemployed 
were easily lured into the underworld, divided along 
communal lines and became ready participants in communal 
violence whenever it erupted. 

Many of these criminals graduated to becoming 
politicians themselves as they had both money and clout. 
Dons won municipal elections despite being in jail and 
continued to foment riots. For example, Abdul Latif, a 
well-known don in Ahmedabad, was reportedly supplying 
arms to rioters and financing riots. He was arrested and 
jailed. But despite being behind bars in 1987, he contested 
from five municipal constituencies and won all of them. 

In the eight years I spent in Gujarat, I must have 
covered dozens of communal riots—at times, several in a 
year alone. It was as if the riots were a way of life. 
Ahmedabad was a tinderbox, and all it took to ignite it was 
an insignificant excuse, a brawl or a religious procession. 
As the riots became frequent, mistrust between Hindus 
and Muslims, many of whom had once celebrated festivals 
and done business together, grew. Long periods of curfew 
threw lives into a spiral. Business activity got paralysed. 
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Earnings dropped. Daily wagers were the worst hit. As 
communal tensions simmered all the time, it destroyed 
the city’s already fragile social fabric. 

Over the decades, the RSS had also gained ground, its 
concepts of a ‘Hindu Ahmedabad’ and a larger ‘Hindu 
Rashtra’ striking a chord with the Hindu majority. In time, 
the organization had realized that its small, elitist, upper 
caste base could not carry it far. The numbers were with 
the Dalits and lower classes. The RSS and the VHP then 
began organizing numerous yatras in which people from 
the lower castes were called upon to take an active part, 
making the Hindu umbrella more inclusive. They were 
only too willing to join, wanting to be part of the society 
which had virtually shunned them so far. During the Ram 
Janmabhoomi movement, the BJP-RSS-VHP combine asked 
villagers to send bricks made from the soil in their villages 
to Ayodhya to build the Ram temple. Dalits were thrilled 
at the thought that bricks baked by them would be used to 
construct a historic temple. The movement eventually 
culminated in the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992, 
and the riots that ensued in its wake would be Ahmedabad’s 
darkest hour—until a decade later, when the post-Godhra 
carnage would surpass all previous riots in terms of scale 
and casualties, deeply distressing many proud Ahmedabadis 
like myself. 


5 


- So much time has passed since the time I first set foot in 
the city as a young, wide-eyed journalist. Even today, it 
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looks eminently liveable, as it is cleaner and safer than 
most Indian cities. But the Ahmedabad of that time, where 
shared values and friendships flourished in whatever 
measure, no longer exists. The city might look richer and 
more prosperous, but mindsets have changed and the 
communal divide is almost complete. It is a heavy price for 
any city to pay. 

Or perhaps this is the voice of an older generation, and 
the younger one does harbour hope. Twenty-two-year-old 
Paritosh Katiyar, for instance, grew up in Ahmedabad and 
completed his bachelor in computer applications from the 
Chimanbhai Patel Institute of Computer Applications. His 
family was open to other faiths. His friends told him that 
the only identity one had was one’s religion or caste, but 
he found this illogical. He remembers how in school, his 
classmates and teachers did not approve of his mixing 
with Muslim students. There was a deep Hindu-Muslim 
divide that set in after the 2002 riots. 

But unlike most Hindus who moved to Hindu- 
dominated areas after the riots, Katiyar did the opposite 
and shifted to a Muslim area in front of Sarkhej Roza, 
surprising his friends. ‘I hope over the years, Hindus and 
Muslims in Ahmedabad will once again live in mixed 
localities,’ he says. ‘The divide is there, but how long can 
we live like this? If there is peace, business will do well, 
and that is a reality Gujaratis understand.’ 
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Sa after becoming chief minister in 2002 with 127 
out of 182 seats in the state assembly, Modi set about 
consolidating power, leaving no room for political rivals 
and detractors. In government, he retained control over all 
key ministries such as home, industry, ports and all policies 
and departments not allotted to other ministers. In 
elections, the selection of candidates would have his clear 
imprint. He never let any dissent gain ground. Former BJP 
chief ministers Shankersinh Vaghela, Keshubhai Patel and 
Suresh Mehta, once important power centres in the party’s 
state unit, either lost their clout or became politically 
irrelevant. 

Vaghela had already defected from the party over 
differences with Keshubhai and formed the Rashtriya Janata 
Party in 1996 before joining the Congress in 1998. He was 
elected to the Lok Sabha in 1999 and 2004, becoming 
Union cabinet minister of textiles. In 2009, he was the 
candidate from Panchmahal for the Lok Sabha elections 
but lost to the BJP’s candidate. Ahead of the state polls of 
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2012, he was appointed the Congress’s campaign committee 
chairman. He won from Kapadvanj and became the leader 
of the opposition in the assembly. He keeps extremely fit 
and works for long hours every day despite being in his 
early seventies but does not enjoy the clout he once had as 
a BJP leader. 

After Modi became the chief minister, Keshubhai 
remained with the BJP but did not contest the state elections 
of 2002. Five years later, he urged his community to vote 
for change, blessed the Congress and did not cast his vote. 
He did not renew his BJP membership and resigned from 
the party in 2012, launching the Gujarat Parivartan Party 
(GPP) to contest the 2012 state elections. He won from 
the Visavadar constituency against the BJP’s Kanubhai 
Bhalala, but the GPP won just two seats including his own. 
He resigned from the post of GPP president in January 
2014 and later resigned as MLA due to his ill health. The 
GPP merged with the BJP in February. Once seen as the 
BJP’s patriarch in Gujarat and known for his grasp of rural 
development issues though he had not seen the corridors 
ofa high school, Keshubhai is now nowhere on the political 
horizon. 

Suresh Mehta, a Keshubhai supporter, also opposed 
Modi’s leadership and quit the BJP in 2007. He later joined 
the GPP but left it when it decided to merge with the BJP. 
According to him, it is common knowledge that BJP 
legislators had to give in signed blank forms for questions 
to be asked later in the House when Modi was chief 
minister. The re-election of R.C. Faldu as state BJP chief in 
April 2013 came as no surprise as Modi wanted him. 
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District leaders signed on blank forms to re-elect a man 
who had lost in the assembly polls. 

Then there is the case of Gordhan Zadaphia, the minister 
of state for home during the 2002 riots. He left the BJP in 
2007 due to differences over Modi’s style of functioning 
and formed his own Mahagujarat Janata Party, which he 
later merged with the GPP. In mid-2013, the Modi government 
withdrew the ‘Z’ level security given to him, and he wrote 
to Modi asking him to restore it as he feared for his life. 
After Keshubhai called it quits, and in light of the GPP’s 
disastrous showing in the 2012 state elections, Zadaphia 
returned to the BJP on the eve of the general elections. 

Haren Pandya, a former home minister and a Keshubhai 
supporter, used to be one of the most powerful figures in 
the state BJP and many saw him as the only threat to 
Modi’s position. In May 2002, he deposed before the fact- 
finding panel, led by Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer, looking into 
the riots. Sources say he provided details of the conversation 
that transpired at Modi’s residence, where he reportedly 
told police officers to go slow on the Hindu backlash after 
the Godhra carnage. Soon after, he was forced to resign. 
The RSS, with which he had strong links, decided to shift 
him to the BJP headquarters in Delhi. But on 26 March 
2003, hours after he was asked to shift to Delhi, he was 
assassinated by unknown killers while going for a morning 
walk. 

The Gujarat police announced that the assassins were 
from the Inter Services Intelligence of Pakistan and terror 
outfit Lashkar-e-Taiba. Soon, twelve people were arrested 
for the murder. But the police version of the murder was 
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full of holes. Pandya, according to them, was shot when he 
was sitting in his car. The assassins supposedly shot him 
through the car window. But the bullet that killed him had 
pierced his scrotum, not his face or shoulder. Eight years 
later, in 2011, the Gujarat High Court acquitted all the 
accused for lack of evidence. 

‘Does this mean that nobody is the killer?’ asked his 
wife Jagruti. ‘The real killers are roaming free today, and 
though a former home minister has been killed, the state 
government does not seem keen on finding the killers.’ 
She even met Asgar Ali, who was one of the accused, when 
he was in a Visakhapatnam jail. After meeting him, she 
was convinced that he was saying the truth that he had 
never visited Gujarat and was arrested, tortured to confess 
and made to sign on blank sheets of paper. D.G. Vanzara, 
former deputy inspector general in Gujarat, who went to 
jail on charges of having conducted numerous fake 
encounters, hinted to a CBI team that there was a political 
conspiracy behind Pandya’s assassination. Pandya’s father 
Vitthalbhai too pleaded before the Supreme Court that 
Modi be questioned by the CBI. He feared that his son had 
become a victim of political vendetta as he had appeared 
before a commission probing the Gujarat riots. But the 
plea was dismissed by the court. 

Pandya’s killing and the unsolved mystery surrounding 
it struck fear into the hearts of other politicians and people 
in positions of power. Sources say that, had he moved to 
Delhi as planned, he would have made the going tough for 
Modi, just as Modi had made it tough for Keshubhai 
during his stint in the Delhi headquarters. Had he been 
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alive, he would have been a tough competitor to Modi in 
Gujarat. A pall of fear spread all over the political and 
administrative machinery in the state after his assassination. 
Politicians and bureaucrats, who were earlier friendly with 
journalists and often spoke off the record, clammed up. No 
one was ready to be critical of Modi or his rule. 


ERO 
The Haren Pandya episode, coming just a year after the 
2002 riots, once again brought under scrutiny the 
functioning of the police in the state and led to misgivings 
about the hold of the political class on them. The series of 
controversial encounter killings that took place in the state 
further prompted observers to raise questions about whose 
orders the police were working under or which bosses they 
were out to curry favour with. Take, for instance, the 
killings of Sohrabuddin Sheikh and his wife, and, based on 
various accounts, here is how the murders took place. 

It was 9 p.m. on 22 November 2005 when Sohrabuddin 
Sheikh, a man in his thirties from Jharnia village in Madhya 
Pradesh, and his wife Kauserbi boarded a luxury bus from 
Hyderabad to Sangli in Maharashtra. Travelling along with 
them was Tulsiram Prajapati, an associate of Sohrabuddin’s. 
He took seat 30 while Sohrabuddin and Kauserbi took 
seats 31 and 32. Around 1.30 a.m. on 23 November, the 
bus driver suddenly slammed on the brakes as he saw a 
police vehicle blocking the road near the Karnataka—Andhra 
Pradesh border. As the bus screeched to a halt, armed 
policemen led by IPS officer Rajkumar Pandian pulled 
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Sohrabuddin out. Kauserbi reportedly screamed, ‘Main 
mere shauhar ko nahin jane doongi (I will not let my 
husband go).’ Not wanting to create a scene, the policemen 
let her come along with them. Tulsiram Prajapati sat quietly 
in his seat and the bus resumed its journey minus the two 
who were taken away. 

Sohrabuddin and Kauserbi were separated. The police 
made out a case that he was a terrorist who had come to 
kill Modi and shot him dead in an encounter on 26 
November. However, a CBI charge sheet filed on 6 May 
2013 alleged that one Vimal Patni, owner of RK Marbles, 
and former Rajasthan home minister Gulab Chand Kataria 
had conspired to get Sohrabuddin killed as he was trying 
to extort money from the firm. The killing was outsourced 
to the Gujarat police in consultation with the state’s 
Minister of State for Home Amit Shah, according to the 
CBI. 

Meanwhile, Kauserbi was illegally detained in a 

- farmhouse near Ahmedabad and had no idea that she had 
become a widow. Balkrishna Chaube, a police sub-inspector 
was deputed to guard her. Ravindra Makwana, an assistant 
sub-inspector, told the CBI that Chaube used the 
opportunity to rape her. According to the CBI, she was 
taken to the Anti-Terrorism Squad (ATS) office in 
Ahmedabad’s Shahibaug area by the police on 29 
November. They told her that they were letting her go and 
even offered her money to buy her silence. When she was 
told that her husband was dead, she became hysterical. 
Narendra Amin, deputy superintendent of police, crime 
branch, was summoned around 4 p.m. She was then 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


A State under His Sway 57 


administered a drug, which, Sinha suspected, was an 
overdose of anaesthesia to kill her. 

Police inspector V.A. Rathod said in a statement to the 
CBI that IPS officer D.G. Vanzara called him to fetch a 
tempo to transport firewood around 5 p.m. that day. 
Kauserbi’s body was carried in a police jeep from the ATS 
office around 6 p.m. to Vanzara’s Illol village. Her body 
was cremated on the Dhavdi river bed with the wood they 
had brought with them. A police officer told the court that 
her ashes and bones were stuffed into a gunny bag. Police 
officers Chaube and N.V. Chauhan then disposed of them 
in the Narmada river in Bharuch district. The remains were 
never found. Sinha said she was killed to destroy evidence 
as she would have dragged the police officers to court, 
having witnessed the abduction of her husband from the bus. 

At the time, the Gujarat government’s version that was 
splashed all over by the media was that Sohrabuddin was a 
terrorist who wanted to kill Modi. At public meetings, 
Modi made capital out of it and asked crowds what he 
should do with terrorists like Sohrabuddin. They shouted 
back, ‘Kill him. Kill him.’ 

Police sources said that Tulsiram Prajapati, who worked 
with Sohrabuddin, was asked by Abhay Chudasma, deputy 
commissioner of police, crime branch, Ahmedabad City, 
to trace Sohrabuddin’s whereabouts. He did, and that was 
how the police got hold of him. Sometime after the 
Sohrabuddin encounter, Tulsiram found himself in the 
Udaipur jail as an undertrial for a petty crime. He had an 
inkling that he too would be killed by the Gujarat police 
and wrote to the district judge. His fears came true when 
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the Gujarat police got a transfer warrant for him on the 
grounds that they wanted to interrogate him. They 
transported him by train from Udaipur and produced him 
in the metropolitan magistrate’s court in Ahmedabad. 

Later, they said that while they were taking him back 
to Udaipur, he tried to escape, was found around Ambaji 
near Banaskantha and shot dead. Vanzara, who was involved 
in this case as well, had just been transferred by Modi two 
weeks before the encounter as deputy inspector general 
(DIG) of the Border Range. Strangely, days after he was 
posted as DIG, Border Range, Tulsiram was killed in 
Banaskantha—one of the three districts that fall under the 
Border Range—by the special operations group of the 
Gujarat police and the Banaskantha police. 

Call data records included in the CBI charge sheet 
showed 343 calls between Amit Shah and Rajkumar 
Pandian, superintendent of police, ATS, between November 
2005 and December 2006, a period when many encounters 
took place. The records showed that Shah and Pandian 
were in constant touch when Tulsiram was being brought 
from Udaipur to Ahmedabad. 

If one were to go by what was published by Tehelka 
magazine, records with the CBI of calls between Vanzara, 
Pandian, M.N. Dinesh (of the Rajasthan police, who was 
alleged to have been working at the behest of the marble 
lobby), Vipul Agarwal (another IPS officer involved in the 
Tulsiram Prajapati encounter) and Amit Shah were 
revealing. They showed that Amit Shah made 155 calls to 
these police officers between September 2006 and January 
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up with every development in the case, wrote Rana Ayyub 
of Tehelka.' He called them twenty times when the first 
petition was filed on 7 September 2006 and seventy-three 
times in January 2007. The volume and frequency of 
conversations was seen to have shot up in December 2006 
when Inspector General of Police, CID, Geeta Johri started 
conducting her investigation in the case. The sheer volume 
of communication between Amit Shah and Pandian was 
termed in the case diary of the investigation to have been 
‘unnatural and uncommon in nature, and to be contrary to 
official decorum’.* 

The dealings got murkier further still. All officers who 
tried to impede the manipulation of facts were either 
transferred or removed. After Pandian, Vanzara and Agarwal 
were arrested by DIG Rajnish Rai on 24 April 2007, he was 
taken off the case and it was transferred to Geeta Johri. 
After Johri published her investigation report, she too was 
removed from the case as her report stated that Sohrabuddin 
was killed in a fake encounter. Kuldip Sharma, then CID 
chief, was also transferred after he initiated a corruption 
inquiry against Amit Shah. Former director general of 
police O.P. Mathur, who was brought in as the CID chief 
to scuttle the investigation, was indicted by the CBI after 
the state CID was said to have tampered with the evidence 
of phone calls relating to Shah. 

The Sohrabuddin Sheikh encounter was a controversial 
case with several allegations and counter allegations. Tehelka 
in its detailed investigative report claimed that the officers 
concerned had reasons to believe Sohrabuddin knew 
something that could have been damaging to Shah, which 
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is why the staged killing was carried out.’ As a consequence, 
Tulsiram Prajapati, who was travelling with Sohrabuddin 
when he was captured by the police, was also killed in an 
encounter in a bid to bury any leads. Shah was charge- 
sheeted by the CBI as the mastermind behind the killings 
of Sohrabuddin and Tulsiram. He was arrested by the CBI 
in July 2010 but stepped out of Sabarmati Jail in October 
as he was granted bail. Shah, on his part, has maintained 
that the cases were politically motivated and said in March 
2014 that there was no substantive evidence against him. 


The Ishrat Jahan fake encounter is another that has haunted 
the Modi government. She was a nineteen-year-old student 
in Mumbai without any criminal record and one of four 
daughters of a poor, widowed mother. When a family 
friend introduced her to one Javed Sheikh (aka Pranesh 
Pillai), saying that he was looking for a salesgirl for his 
perfumes business, she saw a ray of hope. After she took 
up the job, she was required to travel to push the sales of 
the perfumes. This job, however, lasted only a few days as 
she was shot dead by the Gujarat police in June 2004 on 
the grounds that she had been sent by Pakistan-based 
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) to assassinate Modi. 

The FIR filed by the Ahmedabad police crime branch 
said: Secret sources of P.P. Pandey, joint commissioner of 
police, informed him at 11 p.m. on 14 June 2004 that a 
blue Tata Indica (registration number MH-02-JA-4786) 
would be carrying Javed with two Pakistani terrorists, 
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armed with guns and ammunition, from Mumbai to 
Ahmedabad. Vanzara, the additional commissioner of 
police, put together a team to keep a watch. Around 4 a.m. 
on 15 June, the car entered Ahmedabad. The police followed 
and intercepted it. One of the team members shot at a 
tyre, forcing the car to stop. A terrorist with an automatic 
gun got out of the car and started firing at the police 
vehicle. Others in the car also started firing, and so the 
police fired back in self-defence. When the firing from the 
car stopped, the police moved to it to find all the four 
dead. One of them was Ishrat Jahan; the others were Javed 
Sheikh, Amjad Ali Rana and Zeeshan Johar. 

Soon after, Pandey told a press conference that LeT 
terrorists who had come to Gujarat to kill Modi had been 
killed in an encounter, the news creating an image of a 
tough government keeping up its resolve of zero tolerance 
towards terrorism. Gujarat saw twenty-one encounter 
killings between October 2002 and December 2006. Then 
they stopped, as investigations started and policemen 
started landing behind bars. That month, Shamima Kausar, 
Ishrat’s mother, filed a writ petition in the Gujarat High 
Court, saying that her daughter was killed in a fake 
encounter and had nothing to do with terrorism. Her 
family had lived for two years under the shadow of terror 
allegations and fought despite their poverty. She was 
determined to get justice. 

The Ahmedabad Metropolitan Court ruled in 2009 that 
Ishrat had been killed in a fake encounter. The court said 
that she had been kidnapped from Mumbai on 12 June 
2004, brought to Ahmedabad, killed along with three 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


62 MODI DEMYSTIFIED 


others in police custody and the killings were made to look 
like an encounter. Metropolitan magistrate S.P. Tamang 
said there was no evidence they were LeT operatives and 
there was nothing to indicate that they had come to kill 
Modi. Explosives, rifles and other weapons found in the 
car were planted by the police, Tamang said, and the police 
action was motivated by a desire to get promotions and 
win Modi’s appreciation. Vanzara, along with his deputy 
Narendra Amin, P.P. Pandey, then Ahmedabad police 
commissioner K.R. Kaushik and encounter specialist Tarun 
Barot were all named by Tamang in his report as being 
responsible for the fake encounter. 

The Gujarat government challenged Tamang’s report 
in the Gujarat High Court. A special investigation team 
(SIT) appointed by the court also said that the Ishrat 
encounter was not genuine. The court then ordered a 
complaint under Section 302 of the Indian Penal Code to 
be filed against those involved in the fake encounter, in 
which more than twenty police personnel, including senior 
officers, were involved. A CBI investigation then started 
under IPS officer Satish Verma. It showed that Vanzara 
was in constant touch with Amit Shah both before and 
after the encounter. Vanzara had talked to him on four 
occasions on 10 June, and their conversation resumed late 
in the evening of 14 June and again the next day—one 
before the encounter and one after it. 

After Satish Verma put together evidence on how Ishrat 
and others were killed in a fake encounter by raiding the 
office of the Forensic Science Laboratory and confiscating 
computer hard discs and photographs, he was made 
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inspector general, Junagadh Police Training College. He 
was denied a promotion as cases were made out against 
him on flimsy grounds. 

Finally on 3 July 2013, the CBI filed its first charge 
sheet in the case. It went into minute details of how select 
police officials of Anmedabad’s crime branch led by Vanzara, 
who, as its deputy inspector general, had plotted a 
conspiracy to kidnap and illegally confine Ishrat and three 
others and then eliminate them in a fake encounter. 
Additional Director General of Police P.P. Pandey absconded 
for three months as the police looked for him but, according 
to sources, was in Ahmedabad all the time. He surrendered 
in August 2013 and was sent to Sabarmati Jail. 

On 3 September 2013, Vanzara, who had been in jail 
since 2007, resigned from his post, blaming Modi and 
Amit Shah for making him and thirty-one other jailed 
police officers scapegoats for similar offences. In his 
resignation letter, he said: ‘The CID/CBI arrested my 
officers and me, holding us responsible for carrying out 
allegedly fake encounters. If that is true, then the CBI 
investigating officers ... have to arrest the policy 
formulators too, as we, being field officers, have simply 
implemented the policy of this government, which was 
inspiring, guiding and monitoring our actions from very 
close quarters.’ He said that with the passage of time, he 
had realized that those in government wanted to keep the 
police officers in jail to protect themselves from the CBI 
and to gain political benefits. 

Vanzara said that the government hired Ram Jethmalani, 
India’s highest-paid advocate, only when its former home 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


64 MODI DEMYSTIFIED 


minister Amit Shah was arrested, while the police officers 
who did his bidding stayed in jail. Shah would go on to be 
the BJP’s campaign manager for the country’s largest—and 
therefore crucial—state of Uttar Pradesh for the 2014 
general elections. The BJP won seventy-one of the eighty 
seats in the state, up from a mere ten in the 2009 elections. 
Amit Shah was widely criticized, however, for his remarks 
in April in a Hindu-dominated village near Muzaffarnagar, 
a town which had seen communal riots only a few months 
earlier, asking people to vote for his party if they wanted 
‘to avenge the insult meted out to our community’. 

In January 2012, the Supreme Court ordered the CBI to 
probe twenty-two alleged fake encounters that took place 
between 2002 and 2006. The probe was headed by retired 
Supreme Court judge M.B. Shah and was ordered in 
response to two writ petitions filed by film lyricist and 
writer Javed Akhtar and senior journalist B.G. Verghese. 
Senior counsel Ranjit Kumar who appeared for the Gujarat 
government denied the allegations that the encounters 
were fake and questioned the locus standi of the petitioners. 
In a sharp retort, Justice Aftab Alam pointed out that the 
government had denied the allegations in earlier cases too, 
only to admit that the encounters were fake when the facts 
came to light. He wondered why the government was 
trying to run away from the probe. 

This singular move by the Supreme Court opened up a 
Pandora’s box. Investigations showed that the encounters 
were all creatively engineered to make people feel that 
Modi was a target of terrorists from across the border and 
that he was cracking down on them as he had adopted a 
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policy of zero tolerance towards terrorism. Mukul Sinha, 
the counsel who fought until his death in May 2014 to 
unravel the numerous fake encounters that took place 
under the Modi regime, pointed out that, strangely, all 
such killings took place in the early hours of day on streets 
where there were no independent witnesses. Gaping holes 
in police versions of how the encounters had taken place 
were bared over the years, with the result that thirty-two 
police officials were in jail at the time of writing this book 
and more may join them as the cases progress. ‘After 
numerous police officers were sent off to jail,’ said Sinha, 
tongue firmly in cheek, ‘terrorists are not coming to Gujarat 
any more to kill Modi.’ 


It is not fake encounters alone that point to the Modi 
government’s unseemly hold over the state police but also 
a case of alleged state-sponsored stalking of a woman 
architect that came to light late in 2013. Pradeep Sharma, 
an IAS officer mentioned earlier in this book in the context 
of the riots, petitioned the Supreme Court in November 
that year to take cognizance of audio tapes released by two 
investigative portals, Cobrapost and Gulail. The tapes 
purportedly had conversations from August-September 
2009 between Amit Shah and IPS officer G.L. Singhal, who 
was then posted as superintendent of police (operations) 
with the Gujarat ATS. The tapes showed that the police 
had ordered the surveillance of the young woman at the 
behest of one ‘saheb’. 
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As the media was swamped with news of the content 
of the tapes in which Amit Shah was heard asking for the 
woman to be monitored on a day-to-day and minute-to- 
minute basis, the BJP said that the Modi government was 
just keeping a watch as her father, Pranlal Soni, had 
requested for it. But in one conversation, Amit Shah is 
heard saying that she should not be allowed to escape. 
Nirmala Prabhavalkar, member, National Commission for 
Women, says, ‘It is a prima facie case of stalking. Indeed, if 
it was surveillance, why did Amit Shah say that she should 
not be allowed to escape?’ In December 2013, the woman 
approached the National Commission for Women to 
withdraw the case. 

But even four years before this incident, telephone 
tapping was rampant in Gujarat, with police inspectors 
and sub-inspectors resorting to it. IPS officer Rajnish Rai, 
as deputy commissioner of police (intelligence) posted in 
Surat, had in 2005 referred to a letter written by J. 
Mohapatra, then additional director (intelligence), to the 
state home department, seeking call records from six service 
providers. Rai had pointed out that this was being done in 
complete disregard of rules and guidelines on tapping. 


GER 


Apart from political rivals and the police, Modi also 
established a firm grip on the state’s bureaucrats soon 
after coming to power in Gujarat. It did not take much 
time for them to realize that he meant business. He was an 
eager learner, sat with them and familiarized himself with 
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the intricacies of administration. He carefully studied 
government projects, plans and reports. He infused a new 
energy into bureaucrats, pushing them to work harder. He 
demanded that they make presentations, which helped 
him learn what was happening in every ministry. 
Bureaucrats burnt the midnight oil learning how to make 
attractive PowerPoint presentations as Modi wanted 
everything precise and to the point. 

Traditionally, celebrations for Republic Day, 
Independence Day and on 1 May, the anniversary of 
Gujarat’s formation, were poorly attended, as they were 
treated as a mere formality by government officers. Modi 
changed the practice and turned the occasions into major 
events, earmarking different district headquarters as the 
venue year after year. As Modi would attend, the district 
administration would gear up to bring in huge crowds. He 
would use the opportunity to showcase himself, his game 
plans and political ambitions. 

Once he got a grip on the administration, Modi sent 
out a terse message to his MLAs, saying that their job was 
not to hang around the capital when the assembly was not 
in session as he wanted them to go back to their 
constituencies and not only work but also be seen to be 
working for the people. He himself worked hard, put in 
long hours of work and ensured everything worked to his 
plan. He tightened the administration, put in controls, got 
officers to deliver, ensured deadlines were respected and 
that everyone was accountable. He did not tolerate 
slackness. A sign of his complete control over the state 
administration was seen in 2011 when he ensured that the 
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Mahatma Mandir, one of India’s largest convention centres 
spread over 34 acres, was readied in less than 200 days, in 
time for that year’s Vibrant Gujarat summit. 

Independent Ahmedabad-based researcher Mahashweta 
Jani, who taught political science in C.U. Shah College in 
the city for six years, says that Modi worked hard on his 
image, speeches, attire, headgear and how his speeches 
would uplift his image. ‘He spoke most of the time of what 
he had done. It went down well with the audience as they 
felt that he was one politician who was delivering. For 
instance, he might ask if they had ever seen him take a 
vacation. He obviously wanted to say that, ever since he 
became chief minister, he had been working for them. But 
he did work hard. He would get up before sunrise, go 
through Indian and international newspapers online, have 
his cup of tea, walk in the garden around his official 
Gandhinagar house, feed birds and ducks and perform 
yoga asanas. He would be ready to get to work at 7 a.m. 
The days would be long and it was only around 11 p.m. 
that he would call it a day.’ 

Analysing Modi’s 2009 Lok Sabha election campaigning 
in Gujarat’s Sabarkantha district for the Centre for the 
Study of Developing Societies and University College 
London, she saw how he was excellent with his research 
even if he had to address a small village gathering. He 
would know the names of the sarpanches or village elders. 
‘He liberally used their names in his speeches, making 
them feel important. At such meetings, he stressed on 
issues that women would identify with. The tenor of his 
speeches and the language indicated that he was their 
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protector. He took care to keep the tone emotional and 
underlined how he would always be concerned about their 
welfare and the need for girls to be educated. He would 
talk of the various schemes designed for women. The 
women would naturally feel connected with him.’ 

Dhiren Avashia, who earlier worked in Modi’s PR team 
for eleven years, says, ‘He has a professional approach to 
work. No unscheduled things creep into his work plan. His 
schedule is meticulously worked out by his staff from 
minute to minute.” A retired bureaucrat, who did not 
want to be named, said that he was amazed to see how fast 
a learner Modi was. ‘He studied every issue, was meticulous 
with his research, listened to what we had to say and then 
took a decision faster than we could have imagined.” 
Strangely, even for positive comments like this, retired 
bureaucrats do not want to be quoted—a telling 
phenomenon that reveals a great deal about their unease 
at saying anything regarding Modi. 

At the India Today Conclave in New Delhi in 2013, he 
told a select audience that in his twelve years as chief 
minister, no one had ever come to his cabin requesting for 
an officer to be transferred as he did not entertain such 
requests. He grandly said that officers should have stability 
to perform well and not get transferred just because political 
bosses do not want them. But take the case of IAS officer 
Jasvinder Singh Rana, a fine bureaucrat from the 1975 
batch. As managing director of the Gujarat State Road 
Transport Corporation, he refused to provide its buses to 
ferry crowds for Modi’s Gaurav Yatra in 2002 as it was 
against the rules and could not be accounted for. He was 
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soon slapped with two departmental inquiries. Both dealt 
with issues that were a decade old when he was the 
managing director of the Gujarat State Finance Corporation 
(GSFC). 

Rana filed a Right to Information query to procure 
details of the charges against him. One of the inquiries was 
about the fact that he had increased the salaries of his staff 
without government clearance. The second one was that 
he had reduced the equated monthly instalments on a 
GSFC loan given to the Gujarat Pipavav Port. Details 
procured under RTI showed that this inquiry had been 
instituted on the basis of fake records. Rana filed a first 
information report in the Gandhinagar police station against 
three officers who were responsible for tampering with the 
records. The government then dropped the inquiry but 
persisted with the earlier one. It did this to refuse to 
promote him to the rank of additional chief secretary on 
the pretext that the inquiry was pending. 

The Modi government promoted his junior, A.K. Joti, 
instead. Incensed, Rana put in his papers in May 2008, 
asking for voluntary retirement. The government did not 
react. After three months, he returned his official car keys 
and left office never to return as he had served the three- 
month notice period. The government told him that it had 
not accepted his resignation as there was an inquiry against 
him and so would not grant him voluntary retirement. 
Therefore, there was no question of paying his benefits, 
gratuity and pension. 

Rana approached the Central Administrative Tribunal 
(CAT) as it was the last resort to get justice. On 17 April 
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2011, just a day before the state government was to appear 
before the CAT to explain why Rana was not granted 
voluntary retirement, the government decided to grant it. 
But it nevertheless refused retrospective promotion from 
September 2008 to April 2011 and treated the period as 
leave without pay. Rana finally stood vindicated when the 
CAT cited service rules and ordered the government on 23 
June 2011 to pay him dues with interest from September 
2008. He did win a protracted battle but did not get the 
rewards or the recognition he deserved for being an upright 
officer who would not bend. 

Another case in point is the Gujarat Lokayukta 
controversy. While Modi fretted and fumed in theatrical 
indignation at his public meetings during the 2014 election 
campaign, talking of the lack of transparency and 
governance in India, he has himself stalled the appointment 
of a Lokayukta in his state for more than a decade. Gujarat 
had a Lokayukta until November 2003, when S.M. Soni 
retired. He was appointed during the reign of Keshubhai 
Patel. ‘If the Lokayukta starts working in Gujarat, a good 
number of ministers will be in jail,’ laughs a senior BJP 
worker who disapproved of Modi’s resistance to these 
measures. 

The Gujarat Lokayukta Act, 1986, empowered the 
governor and the chief justice of the high court to select 
the Lokayukta. As there was no move to name a Lokayukta, 
Governor Kamla Beniwal in August 2011 appointed retired 
Justice R.A. Mehta to the post. The state government 
challenged the move in the high court. As Mehta’s 
appointment was upheld, it was challenged in the Supreme 
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Court, where it was upheld again. The legal battle cost the 
government Rs 45 crore of public money. The state 
assembly on 2 April 2013 then passed a new Lokayukta 
Aayog Bill, under which the appointment would be made 
by a six-member committee headed by Modi as the CM. 
The writing on the wall was clear—Modi would decide 
who would investigate corruption cases against his 
government. 

An exasperated Justice Mehta wrote to the governor in 
August 2013, saying, ‘There is a lesson for the new Lokpal 
and Lokayukta Bills to consider whether and to what 
extent the public functionaries who are potential subjects 
of inquiry should have any voice in the selection and 
appointment. Giving voice and primacy to such public 
functionaries to decide who is to be their investigator 
would give an impression that they want it to be their 
“caged parrot” and the institution of the Lokayukta would 
lose all credibility and respect of the people and deter 
many judges from accepting.’ 

The bill was sent for approval to Beniwal, who returned 
it to the assembly on 3 September 2013 for a relook, 
calling it a travesty of the institution of the ombudsman. She 
dubbed the legislation a ‘complete mockery of the judicial 
process and detrimental to the interests of public welfare’. ° 
But the state assembly ignored her objections and passed 
the new bill that established the primacy of the chief 
minister over the governor and the high court chief justice. 

Similarly, appointments of university vice chancellors 
have also been controversial under the Modi government. 
‘He has handpicked those who have strong RSS-VHP-BJP 
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backgrounds,’ says activist Manishi Jani. ‘Adesh Pal, an 
English lecturer in north Gujarat, was made the vice 
chancellor of Gujarat University. He moved around with 
bouncers. Imagine a vice chancellor who needs protection 
all the time. When the state was reeling under drought 
and there was a serious water crisis in 2013, Pal was 
reportedly trying to build a swimming pool at his official 
residence and had to abandon the idea with the public 
glare on him.’!! 

‘Gujarat’s academic tradition of well-accomplished 
academics becoming vice chancellor is over as saffron 
activists have been appointed in most universities. There 
is intellectual poverty in Gujarat and that does not worry 
Modi,’ says Achyut Yagnik.’? Political scientist Yogendra 
Yadav, who is also a leader of the Aam Aadmi Party, says 
that Modi stands at the intersection of three fundamental 
flaws of our democracy—functioning in a sub-democratic 
way, wielding total control and indulging in majoritarianism 
using communities to carve out a permanent majority. 


LENO 


Finally, Modi couldn’t have held Gujarat under his sway 
for more than a decade without consolidating electoral 
power. One reason for his three back-to-back victories was 
the excellent election booth management strategy he 
devised. Six to nine months before an election, party 
workers to be in charge of a particular booth were named. 
Armed with voter lists, they met each and every voter and 
explained the party stand, cajoling them to vote for the 
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BJP. They were trained to build a personal relationship 
with the voters. On election day, they ensured that the 
electorate did vote. 

This strategy went a long way in consolidating votes 
for the BJP. It came at a point in time when the Congress 
leadership had disintegrated, its workers were disillusioned 
and the party had lost its earlier spirit. For the BJP, it was 
an expensive affair because of the logistics and time involved 
but it was worth the effort. Moreover, the Sangh Parivar 
was ideologically committed to ensure that the strategy 
was effectively implemented. 

Secondly, Modi also benefited from the local power 
centres rooted in Gujarat’s multiple small and medium 
industries. For instance, in the local set-up, there would be 
an oilseed farmer (known as telia raja), who would invest 
in small and medium industry, start dominating the 
agriculture produce market, start colleges, control 
cooperatives and local panchayats. These power centres 
had been with the Congress since independence but, over 
a period of time, it lost them to the emerging and aggressive 
BJP. 

Thirdly, Modi succeeded as he had the support of the 
expanding urban middle class, which was now with the 
BJP. Its members thought that only the BJP could help 
them realize their rising aspirations. Gujarat has a lot of 
urban pockets, and one hits a town every 25 to 35 km. 
There are more than thirty towns with a population of over 
1 lakh and another thirty with populations between 50,000 
and 1 lakh. 

But this backing of the middle class was itself 
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problematic. In Gujarat beyond Gandhi, authors Nalin Mehta 
and Mona G. Mehta observe: ‘The Modi model is seductive 
for many in the middle classes, impatient for change and 
for a strong leader who can deliver development. The 
problem with this picture arises when you remember the 
2002 riots and Modi’s brazen discourse around it, always 
within the legal limits of the law, always couched in the 
Teflon-shield of asmita but always dripping with double 
meaning innuendo. The real problem with the image of 
Narendra Modi leading the Indian masses to a 
developmental Singapore-like haven arises precisely when 
one considers the price that is implicit in such a bargain: 
the end of dissent and an intolerance for any questioning 
of a moral order where individual freedoms would always 
seem hostage to the pulls and pressures of a certain kind of 
muscular majoritarianism.’! 

Lastly, if there was one thing that drove him straight to 
the hearts of the electorate, not just in Gujarat but across 
the country, it was something he carefully crafted over his 
years in power—a ‘Brand Modi’. 
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A Wizard with Business 


Awe Patel, my landlord nearly forty years ago, had 
a regular question he would ask me every time I met 
him to pay the monthly rent of Rs 160 for his small, neat 
room in west Ahmedabad’s Naranpura area: had I followed 
his advice and invested in shares? He simply could not 
understand my disinterest and would often wonder how 
someone could be content with a salary of Rs 630 a month. 

As a reporter, I used to frequent government offices in 
Ahmedabad in the late 1970s and would be fascinated 
with clerks whose many different sources of income brought 
them earnings which were several times their meagre 
monthly pay. Before starting work every day, they would 
check the pages of the Economic Times to monitor their 
investments in the share market. Often, they would explain 
to me which shares to buy and even offer to manage my 
finances for free. They just felt it was silly to work in a 
regular job with a regular salary. 

Gujarat is like that. Most Gujaratis who take up jobs do 
not do so to earn a living but only to supplement it with a 
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touch of middle-class respectability. A fond stereotype 
about the community is that it is business-minded, 
constantly thinking up ways to multiply, or at least save, 
its money. There is that old joke about one New York- 
based Mr Patel, who takes a loan of $5,000 from a bank 
using his car as collateral to go on a holiday to Europe. As 
he returns two weeks later and pays back the loan with an 
interest of $15, the bank manager tells him that his officers 
who ran a background check on him found that he is a 
billionaire and asks why, then, he took a loan to go on 
vacation. To which Mr Patel replies, ‘Where else in New 
York could I have parked my car safely for two weeks for 
just 15 bucks?’ 

On the other hand, there is the true story of Gujarati 
entrepreneurship in Karsanbhai Patel. Karsanbhai was born 
into a family of farmers. He graduated in chemistry at the 
age of twenty-one and found a job as a lab technician. But 
at twenty-four, he started yearning to start a business. In 
his spare time after office hours, he started manufacturing 
phosphate-free detergent powder in a shed in Ahmedabad. 
He called it Nirma, after his daughter Nirupama. He 
packaged it in transparent plastic bags, stapled them and 
set out on a bicycle to sell them door to door. He sold one 
kilo of the handmade detergent for Rs 3, which was way 
below the price of any of the other detergents available in 
the market. Cost-conscious Gujarati consumers willingly 
latched on to the product. 

But even as the product became popular, retailers who 
were used to dealing with big corporations often treated 
Nirma salesmen shabbily and did not pay in time. In 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


A Wizard with Business 81 


response, Karsanbhai asked his salesmen to convey to the 
retailers that he would withdraw stocks if they did not pay 
up. Most of them thought they could browbeat a local 
brand and willingly gave up the unsold stocks. Karsanbhai 
then unleashed an advertising campaign that ran for weeks. 
Consumer demand peaked, but there was no stock in the 
shops. Retailers were forced to go to Nirma, clear their 
dues and agree to strict terms set by the firm. 

There was no looking back after that. The Nirma Group 
grew and diversified into toilet soaps, packaged food, 
industrial products and fertilizers. As of 2011-12, it had 
over 400 distributors, 1 million retailers and 300 million 
consumers. That year, the company’s gross revenue was 
Rs 8,586 crore and net worth was Rs 2,795 crore. What 
started as a one-man organization in 1969 had 14,000 
employees in 2012 and had become a compelling case 
study in numerous management institutes. 

It is no exaggeration that Gujaratis are known all around 
the globe for their natural business acumen. There must 
hardly be any part of the world where no Gujarati has 
settled and set up a business, no matter how big or small, 
or some venture that has proved to be a money spinner 
despite all initial indications to the contrary. In no city, 
town or village of Gujarat is it difficult to come across 
stories of young locals, not even graduates, who went 
abroad and became millionaires. Those who started out as 
petrol pump attendants went on to own shops or motels, 
which are often called ‘potels’ as they are invariably run by 
a Patel family whose every member pitches in to manage 
either the kitchen, the front desk or housekeeping. 
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Gujarati Muslims too winged their way to Africa, 
especially countries such as Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Zambia and South Africa, and prospered in fields as diverse 
as import-export, warehousing, transportation and food 
processing. Even in Pakistan, Gujarati Muslims based in 
Karachi dominate the economy. The country’s minister of 
State for investment during 2008-13 was Saleem 
Mandviwalla, a Gujarati from Karachi. 

Home to a population with a reputation that is doubtless 
the envy of neighbours, it would have been difficult for 
Gujarat itself to not flourish. Compared to most Indian 
states, Gujarat has for long been highly developed, power- 
rich, industrial and generally prosperous as its well-to-do 
and enterprising people created Opportunities for 
themselves without being overly dependent on the state. 
For instance, various caste-based groups in the state build 
charitable institutions such as schools, hospitals and hostels 
for their brethren, taking a bit of the load of governance off 
the government. There are scores of organizations which 
run without any governmental assistance or patronage and 
make a name for themselves and the state. 

Amul is one such example. The milk cooperative has 
done well because of the sterling leadership of its founders 
Tribhuvandas Patel and Dr Verghese Kurien and also 
because rural folk in Gujarat saw what a great opportunity 
it presented to improve their lot. As they went about their 
business, India became the largest milk producer in the 
world. The movement also ensured that roads were built 
and kept in an excellent condition to ensure the quick 
transportation of milk across the state twice a day. The 
cooperatives thus performed a host of functions that would 
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have otherwise been the state’s—such as the creation of 
infrastructure, welfare models, transfer-of-technology 
models and wealth distribution mechanisms—and ensured 
economic prosperity and growth. 

Rajpal Bhatia, a textile businessman in Ahmedabad, 
says, ‘Amul happened in Gujarat because of the typical 
cooperative nature of Gujaratis. Milk cooperatives have 
flourished even in dry areas like Banaskantha. Gujarat was 
always prosperous; it is just that Modi gave it a push.’ 
Narendra Modi’s administration has undeniably made 
Gujarat more investor- and industry-friendly than ever 
before. A report by the National Council of Applied 
Economic Research titled ‘FDI in India and its growth 
linkages, 2009’ says that Gujarat is second in India in 
terms of foreign direct investment (FDI) because of its 
aggressive marketing of investor-friendly policies.’ 
‘Gujarat’s Attractiveness Model in a Changing World’, a 
report by Ernst & Young, a leading international 
professional services firm, details how Gujarat is at the 
forefront of adopting new strategies to attract investments. 
It is a preferred investment destination, as it has robust 
infrastructure, a strong manufacturing base, transparent 
governance and an extremely industrious populace.” 

The report studied the business models of Brazil, 
Germany, Mexico, Singapore, South Africa, South Korea, 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Taiwan and Shanghai 
and Guangdong in China and compared them with 
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Gujarat’s. It said that it took twenty-nine days to start a 
business in Gujarat. In comparison, it took 120 days in 
Brazil, thirty-eight in China, twenty-two in South Africa, 
fourteen in South Korea, fifteen in Taiwan, Germany and 
the UAE, nine in Mexico and three in Singapore. It said 
that the key FDI drivers in Gujarat were its enduring 
economy, good infrastructure and governance, and a 
business-friendly environment. 

At every step, Gujarat helps the investor. An investor 
can log on to the Gujarat Investor Facilitation Portal that 
offers a centralized system for monitoring applications and 
getting access to single-window interaction between 
investors and the government. Then he can use the Investor 
Support Software to identify appropriate locations based 
on critical parameters. There is an information bank that 
has facts about districts, investment regions and special 
economic zones (SEZ). The investor can also figure out 
how to create environmentally sustainable industrial areas 
and ensure speedy clearances. He can identify land for 
industry purposes in each district and figure out how to 
obtain it, get a compilation of various incentives offered to 
the investors and the clearances required. To promote 
investment, Gujarat has a special agency called the Industrial 
Extension Bureau, commonly known as iNDEXTb. It 
provides a single point of contact for all investment-related 
activities in Gujarat. With an industry-friendly chief minister 
at the helm for more than a decade, business has thrived, 
as there are consistent policies favourable to its spread and 
growth. 

GENS 
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Modi’s affair with industry, however, did not begin so 
well. In February 2003, industrialists Rahul Bajaj and 
Jamshyd Godrej publicly snubbed him at a Confederation 
of Indian Industry (CII) meet in New Delhi over the ‘safety 
and security’ situation in Gujarat, an indirect reference to 
the riots of the previous year. Bajaj went so far as to say 
that 2002 was a ‘lost year’ for Gujarat on the economic 
front. ‘Why don’t we get investment in Kashmir, the 
Northeast, or Uttar Pradesh and Bihar? It is not just the 
lack of infrastructure, but also the sense of insecurity. I 
hope this won’t happen in Gujarat—this comes to mind 
because of the unfortunate events last year.’ Then he 
turned to Modi and said, ‘We would like to know what you 
believe in, what you stand for, because leadership is 
important.’ 

Modi, in turn, called them pseudo-secularists and 
claimed they had vested interests in giving Gujarat a bad 
name. He then stayed away from another CII event where 
he was to be the chief guest. Next, a group called the 
Resurgent Group of Gujarat, comprising industrialists like 
Karsanbhai Patel, Sudhir Mehta of Torrent and Gautam 
Adani of the Adani Group, sprung up and took on the CII 
for painting Gujarat in a bad light. The impact of their 
attack was felt during the budget-viewing meeting organized 
by the CI’s Gujarat unit. Attendance at the meet was thin, 
reinforcing the belief that an exodus of CIl’s powerful 
Gujarati members, more than 100 in number, was on the 
cards. This forced the body’s director general Tarun Das to 
apologize to Modi, who magnanimously agreed to bury the 


past. 
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While the chief minister had scored a point over 
industry, he knew he had to put the riots behind and 
attract investments if he had to have a lasting presence in 
the state. The Modi administration’s most visible effort to 
reach out to investors was the launch of the Vibrant Gujarat 
summit later that year. Industry captains such as the 
Ambani brothers, Ratan Tata and others were all by his 
side as he heaped incentives and concessions on industry 
in his bid to portray himself as aggressively promoting the 
state, wooing investment and taking it on the path of 
progress and development. 

The summit became a regular, biennial feature aimed 
at boosting investment and bringing together industry 
leaders, policymakers and bureaucrats. It was smartly 
choreographed as a major event that could not be missed 
by the national media. Suddenly, Gujarat became a talking 
point and came to be seen as the most desirable destination 
for industry. It was effectively showcased as a state with a 
strong manufacturing base, world-class infrastructure, 
enduring economy, disciplined labour force, strategic 
locations and, above all, good governance that set it apart 
from other states. 

Vibrant Gujarat was Modi’s vehicle to zoom into the 
Indian consciousness. For the January 2011 edition, he 
invited more than 10,000 businessmen from more than 
100 countries to the magnificent Mahatma Mandir in 
Gandhinagar, specially constructed for such a show. He 
personally supervised it, created a lot of hype around it 
and linked it to Gujarati pride by asking the state’s 18,000 
villages to send small amounts of their soil to be mixed. 
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with the construction material. The construction was 
completed in less than 200 days. He wanted India and the 
world to see how Gujarat could pull off something that no 
other state had done to lure investors. 

When the summit began, Modi was the cynosure of all 
eyes. Next to him were the Japanese ambassador and the 
Canadian high commissioner, whose countries were official 
partners of Vibrant Gujarat. It was also a signal that the 
summit was not a local jamboree. Modi had worked hard 
to realize it, forcing the entire state administration to 
showcase it as a global event. He had got bureaucrats and 
technocrats to put in all the energy and imagination they 
could muster. He had got APCO Worldwide, a well-known 
American lobbying and public relations firm, to promote it 
worldwide. The international media now started watching 
Modi. 

More importantly, business leaders generously used 
adjectives to praise his style, his commitment and 
determination to use business as a tool for growth and 
prosperity. They saw him as a wealth creator. Vibrant 
Gujarat helped Modi’s image both nationally and 
internationally. With so many businessmen on one stage 
with him, it seemed as though they were not interested in 
investing anywhere else as they felt he would guard their 
interests. They saw the advantages of excellent 
infrastructure, less red tape, a pliant bureaucracy and, 
more than anything else, a leader who wanted industry 
and business to bloom. It also made people feel that their 
state was being showcased like never before. 

For instance, Jacob Mathews, former president of the 
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Federation of Gujarat Malayalee Associations, came to 
Gujarat in the early 1960s when it became a separate state, 
He initially worked in the office of Jivraj Mehta, the first 
chief minister of Gujarat. As a corporate trainer, he travelled 
all over India and says Gujarat stands out. ‘In the last ten 
years, Gujarat has seen better infrastructure, a congenial 
investment climate and better power situation. The youth 
of India are not bothered about how many new temples, 
churches or mosques are being built but are looking for a 
better quality of life. Modi may be arrogant and 
overconfident, but he is an able administrator and he 
delivers. And that is what matters.’* Sumit Sethi, the chief 
financial officer of eInfochips in Ahmedabad, says that 
Modi has done well for Gujarat with strategies like Vibrant 
Gujarat and is the right man to now lead India.’ 


an 


The golden moment that advanced Modi’s career like no 
summit could came about in October 2008. He and his 
bureaucrats were watching Ratan Tata’s every move as he 
battled opposition to his small car plant in Singur in West 
Bengal. Trinamool Congress leader Mamata Banerjee was 
demanding the return of the acquired plot, arguing that it 
was fertile land where more than one crop was grown 
every year and that it had been forcibly acquired, with poor 
compensation, by the Communist Party of India (Marxist) 
government led by Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee. Violent 
protests, after he had spent millions of rupees to set up the 
facility to produce the world’s cheapest car, flummoxed 
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Tata. Finally on 3 October 2008, he announced that he was 
withdrawing his pet project from Singur. 

And then, barely 100 hours later, he announced that he 
was moving the Nano plant to Gujarat. The state-of-the- 
art plant in Sanand, about 25 km to the west of Ahmedabad, 
was built in just fourteen months as Modi ensured there 
were no bureaucratic delays. It started producing 2,50,000 
cars annually, and in June 2010, less than two years after it 
had seemed like the Nano project would never materialize, 
the first consignment rolled out. Modi had sent out a loud 
message about what was possible in investment-friendly 
Gujarat. The Nano project helped attract more big-ticket 
investments—from the likes of Nestle, Hitachi, Ford, 
Peugeot and Maruti—to the otherwise unknown town 
with a population of around 32,000. 

In numerous forums, Modi jocularly said that he 
spent just a rupee to bag the plant as all he did was send an 
SMS to Ratan Tata saying he was welcome to Gujarat. But 
it was not so simple. Bureaucrats burnt the midnight oil 
working out an attractive deal for all parties involved. Tata 
Motors got a soft loan of Rs 9,570 crore at an interest rate 
of 0.1 per cent for twenty years.° The administration zeroed 
in on Sanand as most of the 1,100 acres they needed 
belonged to the government-owned Gujarat Agricultural 
University. Government officials negotiated with the 
farmers whose land needed to be acquired, offering them 
Rs 1,200 a sq m—a rate four times the market price. The 
farmers saw this as a good deal because they could buy 
double the land elsewhere with the money they were 
offered. Those who resisted were won over with the 
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reasoning that Gujarat would benefit if big industry came 
in. There was no red tape. Cheques were dispatched within 
a few days. 

Before the Nano project, a farmer considered himself 
lucky if he could get Rs 3,00,000 for a bigha (4.8 bighas 
make 1 acre). And after, more than 160 families which had 
lived simple, mundane lives in villages such as Rasulpura 
and Bol in Sanand became millionaires overnight. Many of 
them invested their new riches wisely, buying larger pieces 
of arable fertile land elsewhere. Others put the money into 
small manufacturing units to become entrepreneurs, while 
some bought swanky SUVs. Modi was instrumental in 
transforming their lives in ways they could never have 
imagined. 


But these are not the only stories coming out of Gujarat. 
One among several such cases is that of the farmers in 
Surendranagar’s Patdi taluka who did not rejoice at the 
arrival of rains in June 2013 because a special investment 
region (SIR) spread over 63,000 acres threatened to rob 
them of their land and livelihood. Nearly 2,000 of them 
from forty-four villages marched 140 km to Gandhinagar 
in protest against the Becharaji-Mandal SIR where a Maruti 
Suzuki plant was to come up. To quell the tension, the 
government quickly announced that thirty-six of the forty- 
four earmarked villages would not be acquired. 

As land was being denotified under various proposed 
SEZs, SIRs, industrial parks and estates of the Gujarat 
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Industrial Development Corporation, people feared that 
‘Modi was using his power to drive farmers out of fertile 
agricultural land to help industrialists’, says Ahmedabad- 
based ninety-six-year-old Gandhian Chunibhai Vaidya.’ 

Fearing the worst, farmers resorted to desperate 
measures to air their grievances. In July 2013, 101 women 
farmers from Vadhavi village near Junagadh wrote a letter 
each to Modi with their blood to protest against a 19.8-km 
bypass road project for which land belonging to about 250 
farmers needed to be acquired. This was after Modi failed 
to grant audience to sixteen of their delegations. He often 
told cheering crowds at public meetings that all they needed 
to do to inform him of their grievances was to send him a 
postcard, so the 101 women decided to draw their own 
blood and use it as ink. ‘But there was no response,’ says 
Suresh Patel, a distraught farmer whose 6 acres were at 
stake.’ 

Then there is the story of Dr Kanu Kalsaria, who was at 
the forefront of numerous agitations by farmers whose 
land has been earmarked by the government to be given to 
industrial houses. Frail, silver-haired Kalsaria started his 
career as a chief medical officer in Modi’s Vadnagar village 
and got elected to the Gujarat assembly from Mahuva in 
Saurashtra for three successive terms from 1998. But despite 
being a BJP MLA, he mobilized a popular agitation of 
farmers in 2011 to prevent a multi-crore Nirma cement 
plant from coming up in the coastal regions of Saurashtra 
and dragged the Modi government to the Supreme Court 
for pandering to industry at the cost of the environment 


and farmers. 
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The government had allotted 700 acres in Mahuva to 
Nirma by making it seem like it was wasteland. But 300 
acres of it included wetlands and reservoirs that benefited 
50,000 farmers. Acting on a complaint from them, the 
Union Ministry of Environment and Forests cancelled the 
plant’s environment clearance in December 2011. 


While industry has prospered in Gujarat, the environment 
in several parts has steadily deteriorated. More than half of 
the state’s talukas are in the unsafe category in terms of 
groundwater, as per the most recent Gujarat Human 
Development Report. The groundwater level has kept falling 
because of the general preference for cultivating water- 
intensive cash crops. Government subsidies to dig bore 
wells and install pumps for agriculture have further 
worsened the situation. Drinking water has also become 
unfit with high levels of fluoride, nitrate and salinity in 
many areas. The report says that Gujarat’s forest cover is 
now just about 6.6 per cent of the total area. Timber 
extraction by saw mills, paper and pulp mills and the 
extraction of raw material by other industries, as well as 
encroachment on forests by mines and quarries, dams and 
other mega infrastructure projects, have been largely 
responsible for the decline in the forest cover, the report 
says. 

There are almost fifty toxic and hazardous chemicals 
produced in Gujarat. In fact, most of the pesticides and 
chemicals banned in most parts of the world are produced 
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in the state. The units producing them are mostly located 
in the stretch from Vadodara to Vapi. It is one of the most 
toxic areas in the state but is ironically called the ‘Golden 
Corridor’ as business thrives there. Many industrialists 
owning units in the highly polluted area of Vapi do not live 
there. They drive in from Mumbai, finish their work quickly 
and drive back again. They know how dangerous the area 
is to their health. 

Sandeep Virmani, an environmentalist based in Bhuj, 
points out that traditional livelihoods in Kutch related to 
fisheries, horticulture and dairy have been affected by the 
coming of huge projects such as Sanghi Cements and the 
Adani port in Mundra. ‘Modi gave a fillip to industry but 
careless industrialization damaged livelihoods,’ he says. 
‘Industrial units should have worked with the government 
to set up desalination plants as the area faces a shortage of 
water, but they instead chose to use groundwater. As 
directly tapping groundwater was illegal, they bought it 
from farmers. This ultimately led the water table to 
collapse.’® 

But despite such irreversible environmental damage 
and gross violation of human rights and labour laws, there 
are several places where there are simply no protests. For 
instance, the ship-breaking yard at Alang is the largest in 
the world, with a turnover of more than Rs 10,000 crore a 
year, and around 350-400 ships are broken there every 
year. And these aspects completely overshadow the 
environmental havoc it wreaks on the surrounding ecology 
and the thousands of lives it endangers. 

Migrant labourers from Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, 
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West Bengal and Odisha live in hazardous surroundings 
close to the yard, trying to save as much as they can to 
send to their poverty-stricken families. They work in sub- 
human conditions too. Cutters with gas torches slice the 
hulls of ships to small pieces. Many do not have protective 
gear and wear only helmets. They often suffer burns. Some 
fall to their deaths as there is no harness. Others die of 
cancer, tuberculosis, respiratory problems and so on. 
Alang sprang into international focus when activist 
group Greenpeace launched an aggressive global protest 
against France for sending Clemenceau, a 27,000-tonne 
warship laden with asbestos, there in January 2006. 
President Jacques Chirac directed the ship back to France 
after it had travelled half the distance to Gujarat as he was 
visiting India around the same time and did not want to 
face embarrassment. But in spite of the negative attention 
that the yard has repeatedly received, government officials 
and ship-breakers have time and again argued that if they 
do not encourage this industry, India will lose business to 
Pakistan, China or Bangladesh. It is only because the 
environmental and labour laws in the state are lax and the 
emphasis is on growth that such a hazardous business also 
manages to find a place on the list of the many illustrious 
ventures that have thrived in industry-friendly Gujarat. 
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Claims versus Reality 


here is a fair amount of agreement on Gujarat’s success 

under Modi in terms of business and attracting 
investment. But the point which generates a lot of debate 
and discussion is the state’s performance on human 
development indicators such as literacy, infant mortality, 
health, sex ratio and so on. An article by Surjit Bhalla, the 
chairman of market advisory firm Oxus Investments, in 
the Indian Express on 19 April 2014 argued that Gujarat’s 
performance on these fronts was the best among other 
comparable big states in India, namely, Andhra Pradesh, 
Himachal Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Rajasthan, Tamil 
Nadu and West Bengal, during Modi’s rule.’ 

On the other hand, his detractors argue that the 
confidence with which Modi talked about Gujarat’s 
development during his speeches convinced audiences, 
but several of the facts and figures he threw up did not add 
up on close scrutiny. In this chapter, I take a look at the 
many claims he has made over the years and how they 


measure up to reality. 
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Modi made waves all over India in June 2005 when he 
proudly announced that the Gujarat State Petroleum 
Corporation Limited had discovered 20 trillion cubic feet 
(tcft) of gas, valued upwards of $50 billion, in the Krishna- 
Godavari basin off the coast of Andhra Pradesh.2 The 
reality: the Directorate General of Hydrocarbons said the 
find was of only about 2 tcft. 

One would think that any state on the road to 
development would bring out a development report every 
year to analyse its progress and fill loopholes. For a state 
that is today projected as the epitome of growth and 
development, a document that should guide the work of 
every government office in Gujarat would be a human 
development report. But the last such report for the state 
was put together in 2001. 

The Planning Commission and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) contacted the reputed 
Centre for Development Alternatives (CFDA), an 
independent academic research centre in Ahmedabad, to 
produce a human development report in the late 1990s. 
The report was put together in 2001 and presented to 
various secretaries and government officials. But as it had 
some negative indicators in areas such as health, education, 
sex ratio and so on, Modi, who assumed office as chief 
minister on 7 October that year, chose not to sign it. He 
sent his officers to the CFDA, seeking modifications. But 
the researchers refused to give in.3 Ultimately, he signed it 
in 2003 and Gujarat’s last human development report saw 
the light of day only in 2004, with indicators that were 
from 2001. 
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Moreover, Gujarat does not have a state planning 
commission. It has not prepared a planning document in 
the last ten years. An academician, who closely follows 
government policies in Gujarat, says, ‘If you ask senior 
government functionaries why there was no long-term 
planning in the state, they will tell you that the “plan” was 
made by Modi as he was the one who called the shots.” 
Gujarat has annual plans, but, unlike in most states, there 
are no perspective plans for five years or more. A retired 
bureaucrat, who was rehabilitated by Modi who gave him 
another job, says, ‘There is no need for such a development 
report or a state planning commission. All of us know 
what is going on. We brought out one report in 2004, and 
that is enough. It does not have to be done every year.’° 

In his speeches, Modi often mentioned that Gujarat 
was one of the biggest contributors to India’s gross domestic 
product. But that has been the case for many decades now. 
He highlighted Gujarat’s industrial and manufacturing 
miracle. But R. Nagaraj, working with the Indira Gandhi 
Institute of Development Research in Mumbai, and Shruti 
Pandey, of the EPW Research Foundation also in Mumbai, 
in an article in the Economic and Political Weekly in September 
2013, argued that once import-intensive and resource- 
sensitive petroleum refining is taken out, the rest of 
Gujarat’s industries contribute a much smaller share. Had 
it not been for just two refineries—Reliance and Essar— 
Modi would not have been able to make the claim.’ 

Modi often said he brought economic growth and 
development to Gujarat. But Bihar, under Chief Minister 
Nitish Kumar, emerged as India’s fastest-growing state in 
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March 2013, with an annual growth rate of 10.9 per cent, 
Between 2006 and 2010, it shed its ‘BIMARU’ status (an 
acronym for sick states that stood for Bihar, Madhya 
Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh). Gujarat’s growth 
rate of 11 per cent between 2001 and 2005—which had 
made it the country’s fastest-growing state—dipped to 9.3 
per cent between 2006 and 2010, allowing Chhattisgarh, 
Haryana, Maharashtra and even Odisha to overtake it.’ 

The state government’s Socio-Economic Review 2011- 
12 said that during the ten-year period from 2001-02 to 
2011-12, the gross domestic product of Gujarat grew at an 
annual average rate of more than 10 per cent, and that it 
was probably the only state which recorded double-digit 
growth in the economy continuously for the last decade. 
That was why Gujarat was called the growth engine of 
India, the review said. But a closer study of the review 
reveals that between 2001 and 2012, the growth rate in six 
different years was below 10 per cent. 

Modi’s publicity material referred to Gujarat as the top 
destination for investors. But the fact was that even 
industrially backward states did much better. In 2013, 
Odisha emerged as the hottest investment destination for 
new projects, according to the Reserve Bank of India (RBI). 
Through projects funded by bank loans, Odisha managed 
to get investors to commit around Rs 53,000 crore in 
investments—27 per cent of the all-India figure. Odisha 
was followed by Maharashtra (Rs 21,400 crore), Punjab 
(Rs 20,600 crore) and Andhra Pradesh (Rs 11,000 crore). 
Only then did Gujarat feature, with Rs 10,600 crore in 
investments, as the fifth on the list.® 
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An analysis by former Planning Commission member 
Bhalchandra Mungekar published on 12 June 2012 in the 
Times of India showed that during 2006-10, Gujarat signed 
memorandums of understanding (MoU) for foreign direct 
investment (FDI) worth Rs 5.35 lakh crore with a potential 
to create 6.47 lakh jobs. Maharashtra signed MoUs worth 
Rs 4.20 lakh crore but these expected to generate 8.63 
lakh jobs. Chhattisgarh and Odisha signed MoUs worth Rs 
3.61 lakh crore and Rs 2.99 lakh crore respectively more 
than Gujarat’s without much fanfare.” 

Again, Modi often boasted about how Gujarat attracted 
more FDI than any other state. But Vinod K. Jose of the 
Caravan magazine noted in an article on 1 March 2012, 
‘(Gujarat) ranked fourth among states on this measure 
between 2000 and 2009, and in 2011 fell to sixth place, 
after Maharashtra, the National Capital Region, Tamil 
Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh; Maharashtra has 
foreign direct investment inflows almost nine times greater 
than Gujarat.’'° 

Subodh Varma, senior assistant editor in the Times 
Insight Group at the Times of India, says that looking at how 
much a person spends on an average every month gives an 
indication of how much he or she earns. He compared data 
of the last ten years to figure out which governments were 
delivering and which were sliding. This is what he found: 
According to the National Sample Survey Organization 
(NSSO), the monthly per capita spending in Gujarat’s 
urban households was just Rs 2,472, which was much 
lower than that in Haryana, Kerala, Maharashtra, Karnataka 
and Punjab. The corresponding figure for Gujarat’s rural 
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households was Rs 1,430 in 2012, again much lower than 
that in Kerala, Punjab, Haryana, Tamil Nadu and Andhra 
Pradesh in that order." 

Varma says that Modi consistently proposed various 
myths by distorting figures. But as they were not researched 
by audiences, they passed as the truth. “There is actually 
nothing called the Gujarat model,’ he says. ‘It is just that 
there are some government programmes that are being 
implemented like they would be in any other state. Dang 
district in the state has some of the worst consumer 
expenditure figures and is extremely backward, but he 
never mentions it as a challenge.’!? 

There was much talk of Gujarat’s infrastructure in 
Modi’s speeches. But very little was added in terms of 
roads during his rule. According to the Socio-Economic 
Review 2011-12, about 5,000 km of roads was tarred 
during 2000-10. But the corresponding figure for 1990- 
2001 was 23,000 km. What did remarkably improve was 
power distribution. But the growth in installed capacity 
and generation was higher during 1990-2000 than 2000- 
2010. 

In an analysis in the Indian Express on 29 July 2013, 
Bhalchandra Mungekar further pointed out that during 
2005-09, Gujarat’s income annually increased by 12.65 
per cent but the state was behind Odisha (17.53 per cent) 
and Chhattisgarh (13.30 per cent). Again, at 2004-05 prices, 
with a per capita income of Rs 51,708, Gujarat was third in 
2010-11, after Maharashtra and Haryana. During 2005-06 
and 2011-12, Gujarat’s agriculture grew by 6.47 per cent 
compared to Bihar’s 15.17 per cent. Gujarat’s industrial 
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income increased by 10.90 per cent but it was behind Bihar 
(16.73 per cent), Uttarakhand (15.65 per cent) and 
Maharashtra (11.02 per cent). 

In case of manufacturing, Gujarat ranked seventh, with 
a 10.55 per cent growth rate, after Uttarakhand (25.92 per 
cent), Odisha (14.03 per cent), Himachal Pradesh (13.57 
per cent), Madhya Pradesh (10.86 per cent) and even 
Jammu and Kashmir (10.79 per cent). In the services 
sector, Gujarat’s growth rate of 11.10 per cent ranked it 
fifth after Uttarakhand (14.77), Haryana (12.90), Jharkhand 
(11.93) and Himachal Pradesh (11.44). Bihar, Chhattisgarh, 
Maharashtra and Odisha were almost on a par with 
Gujarat.” 


One of Modi’s biggest claims on the economic front was 
the success of the Vibrant Gujarat summits. At the 2009 
edition, as many as 8,860 MoUs were signed, with proposed 
investments of Rs 12,39,562 crore. But according to the 
state’s own Socio-Economic Review 2011-12, investments 
worth only Rs 1,04,490 crore actually came in, while those 
worth another Rs 2,81,620 crore were in progress. There 
was no information on what happened to the rest. At the 
2011 summit, 8,380 MoUs were signed, with proposed 
investments of Rs 20,83,047 crore. But the actual 
investments were just Rs 29,815 crore, with another Rs 
2,49,055 crore being part of MoUs in progress." 
According to an internal Gujarat government document, 
of the 8,380 MoUs signed during the 2011 summit, 1,542 
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were dropped. The Vibrant Gujarat website had claimed 
that MoUs worth more than $800 billion were signed 
during the first five summits. But for the same period, the 
RBI said that Gujarat got only $7 billion.'* 

The success rate of these highly publicized and 
expensive summits fell with every successive edition. Father 
Cedric Prakash, director of Prashant, an Ahmedabad-based 
Jesuit centre for human rights, justice and peace, says the 
media glossed over the Vibrant Gujarat summits without 
seeing through the facade of figures fudged by PR firms, 
which turned half truths and myths into an extravaganza.’ 

On his blog ‘True Lies’, journalist Rajiv Shah recalled 
how he wanted to look at investments mace in Kutch 
district after the 2001 earthquake. IAS officer R.J. Shah, 
the chief principal industrial advisor, told him that Kutch 
had got a whopping Rs 78,688 crore. One project alone, by 
Suryanarayan Power Generation Ltd, was worth Rs 26,000 
crore. It seemed like a good news story, and so Rajiv tried 
to track down the company. He was amused when he 
found that the government did not even have the full 
address of the company as the MoU just said ‘Saraspur, 
Ahmedabad’. Nor was there a phone number. When these 
facts were published in the Times of India, he got a call from 
the ‘CEO’ of the company, requesting for a meeting in 
Gandhinagar. Rajiv was surprised when he did not arrive 
in a swanky car but in a state transport bus from 
Ahmedabad. When asked how he planned to raise 
Rs 26,000 crore, he replied that money was not a problem 
and the project could go up to Rs 90,000 crore.!8 

Later, Rajiv found that Suryanarayan was not the only 
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example of the type of investors the Gujarat government 
wanted to rope in, in order to showcase how the state was 
all set to become the ‘solar capital’ of the country. With 
the state offering a lucrative Rs 15 per unit for the first 
twelve years of investment to anyone setting up a solar 
plant, a senior Gujarat Energy Development Agency official 
told him in 2012 that ‘proposals for 20,000 MW of solar 
power had been received and were pending to be cleared, 
and these included a few from neo-rich foodgrain 
merchants, too’. ‘Many MoUs were deliberately inflated by 
officials so as to make investment figures look huge, as 
they would please Modi and help him make tall claims,’ 
says a retired bureaucrat.” 

One can argue that one way to evaluate a chief minister 
is to see how he has used governance to facilitate market- 
led economic growth. But many would say that the 
evaluation should be based on how he has helped the 
disadvantaged sections. Businessman Anwar Lahori in 
Ahmedabad says that Modi got more credit than he deserved 
as the media hyped all that he did and said. The common 
man is not benefitting. He is a chief minister only for rich 


businessmen.’ 
IED 


P. Sainath, the rural affairs editor of the Hindu, echoes the 
sentiment as he dubs Modi’s Gujarat model of development 
as the biggest public relations con job of our time. ‘Modi 
espouses a pro-corporate outlook and therefore where the 
Gujarat model falters is in human development indicators, 
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with the state having one of the lowest rates of poverty 
reduction in the country,’ he says.?! 

Planning Commission statistics showed that the state 
lags behind several states, including Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh, in terms of poverty reduction. Between 2009 and 
2012, Bihar reduced rural poverty by 21 per cent, 
Chhattisgarh by 11.5 per cent and Rajasthan by 10.4 per 
cent. Gujarat, in contrast, managed to reduce rural poverty 
by only 5.1 per cent. In 2009-10, with 26.7 per cent of 
Gujarat’s rural population below the poverty line, it ranked 
seventh and lagged behind Punjab with 14.6 per cent, 
Haryana with 18 per cent, Andhra Pradesh with 22.8 per 
cent, Tamil Nadu with 21.2 per cent, Kerala with 12 per 
cent and Himachal Pradesh with 9 per cent. In terms of 
overall poverty too, Gujarat, with 31.8 per cent of its 
population under the poverty line, lags behind Kerala 
(19.7 per cent), Punjab (20.9 per cent), Himachal Pradesh 
(22.9 per cent) and Haryana (24.1 per cent).”2 

Gujarat had set Rs 16.70 a day as the upper income 
limit for people living in urban areas to seek benefits under 
the BPL (below poverty line) category. In 2012, official 
records showed that there was not a single family in 
Ahmedabad who had been given a BPL card since 2009. 
The thirty who had applied were turned away on the 
grounds that their applications were filed after the due 
date. In April 2010, Modi launched the Rs 200 crore 
Swarnim Gujarat scheme, under which 34 lakh BPL families 
would get soyabean-fortified wheat flour to overcome 
protein deficiency which is rampant in the state. Two years 
later, in May 2012, it withdrew the scheme, saying that the 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


Claims versus Reality 105 


flour was not reaching ration shops in time and BPL 
families were not getting quality flour.” 

In August 2013, Modi wrote to then Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh criticizing the National Food Security 
Bill on the grounds that it was not expansive enough. But 
Gujarat’s public distribution system (PDS) was one of the 
worst in the country. According to an analysis of data of 
the NSSO by Reetika Khera of the Indian Institute of 
Technology, Delhi, Gujarat had a low and falling per capita 
PDS consumption and among the highest rates of foodgrain 
diversion. BPL lists were not updated since 1998 and there 
was fear that many of the names on the lists were fake, 
excluding the genuinely poor. 

According to data as of June 2013 provided by the 
Gujarat government to Supreme Court commissioners on 
the Right to Food, the state provided subsidized grain to 
7.35 lakh families under the Antyodaya Anna Yojana—a 
scheme aimed at the ‘poorest of the poor’—and 24.35 lakh 
BPL families. The National Food Security Bill, on the other 
hand, would have covered roughly 77.24 lakh families, 
who would get 5 kg of rice or wheat per person per month, 
or 25 kg per household per month on an average, according 
to calculations made by the Right to Food Campaign, a 
network of activists demanding food security.” 

Himanshu, an assistant professor at the New Delhi- 
based Jawaharlal Nehru University’s (JNU) School of Social 
Sciences, says that comparatively poorer states have 
innovated with public service delivery and ensured low 
levels of leakages in their public distribution systems. In 
1993-94, Gujarat was one of the best states but by 
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2011-12, it had one of the highest levels of PDS leakages, 
he says.” 

According to the 2011 India Human Development 
Report, Gujarat scored poorly on several social indicators, 
with 44.6 per cent of its children under five suffering from 
malnutrition—a figure worse than that of Uttar Pradesh 
and 69.7 per cent being anaemic.” Indu Capoor, director 
of the Centre for Health Education, Training and Nutrition 
Awareness (CHETNA) in Ahmedabad, says, ‘There is a 
clear connection between malnutrition and poor cognitive 
abilities as the cumulative growth of the brain takes place 
in the first two years. We will have to work hard to drive 
out malnourishment from Gujarat, as it is worse on this 
front than Uttar Pradesh—which is one of the worst in 
India.’?’ 

Poverty Amidst Prosperity: Essays on the Trajectory of 
Development in Gujarat, a scholarly book by ten researchers 
and edited by Atul Sood, who teaches at the School of 
Social Sciences at JNU, suggests that numerous 
development indicators like employment, social equality, 
sustainable livelihoods and access to education, health and 
justice have been abandoned in the race for economic and 
industrial growth. Sood says that Gujarat provides a window 
to understand the limits of market-led growth and an 
insight into a policy regime that does not attempt to 
mitigate the most brutal consequences of this specific 
mode of production.”8 

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a way of 
measuring development by combining indicators of life 
expectancy, educational attainment and income into a 
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composite value between 0 and 1, the latter being the 
highest. This index for Gujarat in 2008 was 0.527 and it 
ranked tenth in India. The HDI of Haryana, Maharashtra, 
Punjab, Himachal Pradesh and Kerala were 0.552, 0.572, 
0.605, 0.652 and 0.790 respectively. In terms of life 
expectancy at birth and school life expectancy, Gujarat 
ranked ninth, and with respect to mean years of schooling, 
it ranked seventh. In 2008-09, there were only 56 per cent 
institutional deliveries in Gujarat as against 65 per cent in 
Karnataka, 64 per cent in Maharashtra, 71 per cent in 
Andhra Pradesh and as high as 99 per cent in Kerala.” 

In terms of employment, the NSSO showed that 
employment growth in Gujarat was 2.69 per cent per year 
between 1993 and 2005. From 2004 to 2010, it came down 
to almost 0 per cent. Rural employment suffered as farmers 
had increasingly less access to land for cultivation. Land- 
owning patterns changed with the growth of industry.” 

Data from the Labour Bureau showed that from 2007- 
13, farm wages of male workers in India grew at an average 
of 6.3 per cent per annum. Wages in Odisha grew at 8.7 per 
cent, Bihar 8.4 per cent, and Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and 
Madhya Pradesh 7 per cent. Gujarat, with 3.3 per cent, was 
the second lowest. In 2000-01, agricultural wages in Gujarat 
were 21 per cent higher than those in Bihar. In 2012-13, 
farm wages in Bihar were 11 per cent higher than Gujarat’s.*! 

The 2011 census showed that less industrialized and 
poorer states like Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh and Bihar did 
well to increase their workforce in the preceding ten years. 
Richer, more urbanized states like Punjab, Haryana and 
Kerala lagged behind in terms of job creation. Since there 
was also a simultaneous natural growth in population, 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


108 MODI DEMYSTIFIED 


figures may not give an accurate picture. But a rough idea 
of what the actual change in employment was could be 
derived by deducting the growth in population from the 
growth in the number of workers. This revealed that Odisha, 
Assam, Kerala, Jharkhand and Rajasthan were the top five 
states in job creation during 2001-11. The states at the 
bottom of the list were Haryana, Punjab, Gujarat, Bihar 
and Uttar Pradesh.” 

Finally, when it came to poverty, the state itself was 
‘poorer’ after twelve years of Modi’s rule than it was when 
he first became chief minister. When he took over the 
reins of Gujarat, the state’s debt was Rs 45,301 crore, as 
per a report published in the Times of India on 6 April 2013. 
The debt was projected to reach Rs 1.76 lakh crore in 
2013-14. In March 2012, the total debt was Rs 1.38 lakh 
crore. If the population of Gujarat was taken to be 6 crore, 
the per capita debt would work out to about Rs 23,163.33 
Former Chief Minister Suresh Mehta says, ‘In 2004, the 
comptroller and auditor general (CAG) had warned that if 
Gujarat did not go in for control measures, it would soon 
be under heavy debt.’ Over the years, the national auditor 
has said that the state has incurred a high debt and burdened 
the exchequer with a heavy interest liability. The CAG 
report tabled in early 2013 said the government had invested 
Rs 39,179 crore in areas where the average return on 
investment was just 0.27 per cent while it was paying an 
interest of 7.75 per cent on its borrowings. It warned that 
such investment would lead to an unsustainable financial 
position.** 

PENS 
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Earlier, the CAG reports of 2009-10 and 2010-11 were 
placed in the state assembly on the last day of the budget 
session in March 2012, after most of the Congress members 
were suspended from the House. The reports embarrassed 
the government, as they showed irregularities leading to a 
cumulative loss of Rs 17,000 crore. Much of it was because 
of wrong investments and lack of professionalism and 
accountability. Congress leader and former opposition 
leader Shaktisinh Gohil says: ‘The CAG report was tabled 
only on the last day of the assembly in 2012 and that too 
after the opposition was suspended with no good reason. 
Modi always asked former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 
to answer questions facing the nation. But he himself 
avoids attending the assembly. Even when the opposition 
leader is talking on important issues, he is not there. He 
just walks out after question hour.’ 

Modi’s constant refrain has been that Gujarat got a raw 
deal during the UPA government's ten years in power, but 
the CAG reports showed that the state’s own house was 
not in order and it hadn’t used funds allocated by the 
Centre in various areas. For example, Rs 957.95 crore was 
allocated for constructing offices for the roads and buildings 
department but not even half the amount was spent. Citing 
many such examples, the reports said that there was a 
wide variation practically under every major head of account 
and critically pointed out that the Gujarat government had 
failed to produce a utilization certificate of Rs 9,066.34 
crore.*° 

According to the 2010-11 report, 67 per cent of the 
Central grants for Kanya Kelavni, the prestigious annual 
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girl child education campaign by the state government, 
was unused and returned to Delhi. The CAG pointed out 
that twenty-two grants amounting to Rs 138 crore were 
surrendered. Out of the allocation of Rs 111.55 crore for 
the implementation of the Rashtriya Madhyamik Shikshan 
Abhiyan, 99.2 per cent was returned. Out of the Rs 97 
crore allocated for computer literacy and studies in schools, 
67 per cent was returned.?” 

In September 2013, a six-member expert committee 
headed by economist Raghuram G. Rajan and appointed 
by the Union finance ministry proposed a new formula for 
the allocation of Central funds depending on a new index 
to judge the development of states. The index had ten 
criteria carrying equal weightage: monthly per capita 
consumption expenditure, education, health, household 
amenities, poverty, female literacy, per cent of scheduled 
caste and scheduled tribe population, urbanization, financial 
inclusion, and connectivity. States that scored above 0.6 
were categorized as ‘least developed’, between 0.6 and 0.4 
were ‘less developed’ and below 0.4 were ‘relatively 
developed’. Under the new formula, Central funding for 
relatively developed states like Kerala (index of 0.09) was 
proposed to be reduced, while that for least developed 
States such as Bihar (0.74) was to be increased. 
Interestingly, Gujarat, with an index of 0.49, was classified 
as a ‘less developed’ state and stood to have its funding 
increased from 3.05 per cent to 3.69 per cent.’ 


ZENS 
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Gujarat fared poorly on the index because, once again, 
human development indicators were taken into account 
instead of merely the economic growth rate. The Gujarat 
story peddled by Modi further unravels with a closer look 
at some of these indicators. For instance, literacy. As per 
the 2011 census, Gujarat’s literacy rate was 79.31 per cent, 
just above the all-India figure of 74.04 per cent. But overall, 
the state ranked eighteenth on a list of states and Union 
territories arranged as per their literacy rates.” 

A Household Consumer Expenditure Survey conducted 
by the NSSO in 2013 showed that in rural areas, Gujaratis 
only spent Rs 14 on education every month. Chhattisgarh 
was at the bottom with an individual spending of just Rs 
11 on education. Gujarat was the second worst. Ironically, 
the average Gujarati was found to be spending Rs 34 on 
paan (betel leaves), tobacco and intoxicants, Rs 21 on 
footwear and Rs 20 on entertainment. The term ‘education’ 
in the survey included expenditure on goods purchased for 
education like books, journals, newspapers, CDs, magazines 
and fees.” 

The state of education in Gujarat was also reflected in 
several independent studies. Pratham, a non-governmental 
organization, in a 2013 study found that 52 per cent of 
Class 5 and 29 per cent of Class 7 students in Gujarat were 
unable to read Class 2 texts as compared to 42 per cent 
and 2] per cent students of Class 5 and Class 7 respectively 
in Maharashtra. As many as 93 per cent of Class 5 students 
and 65 per cent of Class 7 students in Gujarat were unable 
to read simple sentences in English.“ 

Gujarat’s gross enrolment ratio in higher secondary 
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schools was three percentage points lower than the national 
average of 39.3 per cent in 2010-11. With scheduled tribes, 
it was even worse. Gujarat’s school dropout ratio of 57.9 
per cent was much higher than the national average of 49.3 
per cent. The dropout ratio for scheduled tribes was 77.6 
per cent as against the national average of 70.9 per cent. 
The dropout ratio for scheduled castes was 64.5 per cent, 
better than the national average of 70.9 per cent. 
Commenting on the general attitude to education in 
Gujarat, Sam Pitroda, chairman of the National Innovation 
Council, said in June 2013 that the council had approached 
several state governments to encourage innovation and 
form state innovation councils. Gujarat had responded 
only by offering land for the project near Ahmedabad. ‘For 
a project like this, we do not need land but human capital 
and Gujarat does not have that talent,’ he said. ‘Here the 
education system is not good enough to generate talent.’ 
The IT industry had failed in Gujarat, he said, because of 
the lack of a knowledge base among students. The state’s 


focus should be on literacy, higher education and R&D to 
empower the youth, he said.*? 


TENS 


Empowerment was something Modi strongly espoused— 
in principle and in his speeches. Talking at the twenty- 
ninth annual session of the FICCI Ladies Organization in 
New Delhi in early 2013, he struck a chord when he 
extolled the virtues of women, saying, “Even today, women 
are not part of the decision-making process in households. 
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We have to change this. Only then can 50 per cent of 
society be linked with the rest.’ 

But the condition of women in Gujarat itself was not 
encouraging. To begin with, there were only two women 
in Modi’s council of ministers. Making a strong case for 
reservation of seats for women in legislatures, he said in 
April 2013 that the Gujarat assembly had approved a bill 
to reserve 50 per cent of seats in local bodies, but Governor 
Kamla Beniwal’s assent was pending. ‘It is my misfortune 
that despite being a woman, she has not given her assent,’ 
he said. But that was not the truth. 

Beniwal had in fact welcomed the bill. She had, however, 
requested the government to drop a provision for 
compulsory voting in the Gujarat Local Authorities Laws 
(Amendment) Bill, 2009. While returning the bill, in her 
notes, she had said, ‘The bill has a provision of reservation 
for women, and it provides for 50 per cent reservation. 
This is desirable and a welcome provision. However, this 
important matter has unnecessarily been clubbed with the 
controversial issue of compulsory voting.’ Her point was 
that the bill had been hurriedly introduced and passed 
without being seriously debated. She felt that forcing people 
to vote was against democratic principles and wanted a 
separate women’s reservation bill to be introduced, delinked 
from compulsory voting. 

He recounted successful examples of women 
entrepreneurship such as Lijjat Papad, Jasuben Pizza and 
Induben Khakhrawala. But he did not mention Ela Bhatt, a 
Magsaysay Award winner who has empowered thousands 
of poor women with her Self Employed Women’s 
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Association (SEWA), whose head office is in Ahmedabad, 
Most of SEWA’s members are Muslims and swear by her. 
For the best part of her life, Bhatt has ensured that they 
live and work with dignity, have savings and carve bright 
futures for themselves and their families. She also set up 
the SEWA Bank so that poor women could save their 
earnings and also avail of loans in case of emergencies. 

Also at the meet, he said he got goosebumps as he read 
Gujarat’s female foeticide numbers put out by the 2001 
census. What he did not mention was that Gujarat’s sex 
ratio had slipped from 920 girls per 1,000 boys in 2001 to 
918 in 2011, much below the country’s average of 940. In 
this period, the sex ratios of only Jammu and Kashmir, 
Bihar, Daman and Diu, Dadra and Nagar Haveli and 
Lakshadweep had fallen instead of rising. That Gujarat was 
one of the only three states with a declining sex ratio 
should have worried Modi. The worst affected districts in 
the state were Mehsana, Surat, Gandhinagar and Ahmedabad. 
Ironically, all of them are rich and prosperous. 

A study done by demographer Leela Visaria, former 
director, Gujarat Institute of Development Research, 
showed that couples were not bothered about their first 
child being a girl but would resort to abortion if the second 
too was one. They found ingenious ways of getting around 
the regulations of the Pre-Conception and Pre-Natal 
Diagnostic Techniques Act (PCPNDT), which aims to put 
an end to female foeticide. Doctors developed a code 
language to indicate if the child was a boy or girl. If he said, 


‘Come on Monday,’ it was a boy, and if he mentioned 
Tuesday, it was a girl. 
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Gujarat’s elementary schools had a poorer gender parity 
index (0.88) than the national average (0.94). According 
to the labour ministry, women constituted 19.9 per cent of 
India’s workforce. In Gujarat, the figure was between 13 
and 15 per cent in the last ten years. Raising the important 
issue of sanitation, which affects women more than men, 
Modi got a lot of praise in October 2013 when he said that 
India first had to build toilets, and temples could wait. But 
the CAG’s report of 2012 said that 18,321 anganwadis in 
the state were without toilets. In 2004, Gujarat claimed it 
was free of manual scavenging but continued to avail of 
Central grants to liberate scavengers. However, in a 
government-sponsored survey in 2006, the Tata Institute 
of Social Sciences said as many as 12,000 people in the 
state still carried ‘night soil’. A report in Outlook magazine 
by R.K. Misra and Bhasha Singh in October 2013 said that 
52 lakh households in the state did not have toilets, as per 
the 2011 census figures. More than 64 lakh households 
did not have drainage facilities and 49 lakh people defecated 
in the open. And the Gujarat Pollution Control Board 
issued notices to eight municipal corporations and 159 
municipalities for not following guidelines on solid waste 


disposal.” 
RENO 


Pollution in industrial Gujarat is a pressing issue. The 
CAG’s report of 2012 said that water bodies, rivers, lakes 
and ponds in the state were under threat as untreated 
sewage was flowing into them. It said that thirty-two 
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sources of drinking water were contaminated, resulting in 
an increase in the number of people suffering from water- 
borne diseases from 5.89 lakh in 2008 to 7.29 lakh in 
2010.46 

But risks to human health from water-borne and water- 
related diseases were not assessed by the government. The 
Water Quality Review Committee set up in 2002 met only 
six times in eight years and not even once from 2006 to 
2010. The CAG also listed numerous industrial entities 
such as the Oil and Natural Gas Corporation, the National 
Thermal Power Corporation Limited, Bharat Petro- 
Chemicals Company Limited, Krishak Bharati Cooperative 
Limited, Reliance Industries Limited, Larsen and Toubro 
and Essar Industries which were releasing wastewater and 
killing marine life. 

Gujarat had the distinction of being one of the most 
polluted industrial states, where compliance with 
environmental rules and norms was lax. Vapi in Valsad 
district had overtaken Ankleshwar in Bharuch to become 
the most polluted industrial cluster in India. It sat atop a 
list of forty-three critically polluted areas in the country, 
according to the Comprehensive Environmental Pollution 
Index brought out by the Central Pollution Control Board 
under the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests in 
May 2012. Industrial clusters surrounding Ahmedabad, 
such as Naroda, Odhav and Vatva, had become more 
polluted since 2009, according to the board. 

In September 2013, the Central Ministry of Environment 
and Forests slapped a Rs 200-crore penalty on industrialist 
Gautam Adani’s Mundra multipurpose projects for the 
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violation of green laws. The Adani Group was seen to be 
close to Modi, with its companies spreading and thriving 
under his reign. The ministry’s order came after a five- 
member committee headed by Sunita Narain, director 
general of the Centre for Science and Environment, 
concluded that the Adani Group had damaged creeks and 
mangroves around its project site and had also manipulated 
and obfuscated data to get around coastal regulation rules. 
It said that 75 hectares of mangroves had been destroyed. 

Social scientist Ghanshyam Shah, who is a national 
fellow of the Indian Council for Social Science Research at 
the Centre for Social Studies in Surat, points out that 
growth in the state has led to a deterioration of natural 
resources and the environment. Gujarat, he says, has 
violated its own environmental laws, with several laws 
protecting the interests and the well-being of labourers 
scrapped or made ineffective. 

There was a lot of hype about Gujarat’s foray into solar 
energy for the sake of the environment. But several other 
states did a commendable job too by innovating and 
planning for alternative energy sources for the future. 
Uttarakhand, for instance, in 2013 launched an initiative 
to tap solar energy by setting up small-scale rooftop solar 
power plants that could be connected to the grid. Families 
opting to set them up could insulate themselves from 
power cuts. Besides, they could also sell power to the 
state. Uttarakhand fixed a target of producing 2,500 KW of 
solar power a year from the new rooftop scheme launched 


in August 2013.” 
Modi talked about clean environment by harnessing 
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solar energy and even covering Narmada canals with solar 
panels. With solar parks in the offing, he said Gujarat 
would be in a position to sell power to other states. But the 
state had just 16,000 solar-powered homes, a figure way 
behind those for most Indian states, according to housing 
data figures of census 2011. Jammu and Kashmir, 
Uttarakhand, Karnataka, Odisha, Madhya Pradesh, 
Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra 
and Rajasthan all had much larger coverage. For instance, 
Bihar had 1,09,000 solar-powered houses, Uttar Pradesh 
1,56,000 and West Bengal 2,38,571. 


Apart from solar energy, there were several other areas in 
which Modi claimed Gujarat to be a leader. For instance, 
milk production. He pushed animal husbandry aggressively. 
In 2008, he signed an MoU with Israel-based Elbit Medical 
Imaging for investing $100 million to set up state-of-the- 
art dairy farms in Mehsana and Banaskantha districts. In 
the preceding ten years, dairy produce in the state indeed 
increased by 68 per cent, according to a report in the 
Pioneer in May 2012.*8 

During a speech at the Shri Ram College of Commerce 
in New Delhi in February 2013, he told the audience that 
the milk in the tea they drank came from Gujarat. So did 
the milk in Singapore. He made it seem like Gujarat led in 
milk production—when it did not. According to statistics 
of the department of animal husbandry, dairying and 
fisheries under the Union Ministry of Agriculture, Uttar 
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Pradesh (2,33,30,000 tonnes), Rajasthan (1,39,46,000 
tonnes) and Andhra Pradesh (1,27,62,000 tonnes) produced 
much more milk than Gujarat (1,03,15,000 tonnes) in 
2012-13. 

In any case, Modi cannot rightfully claim credit for 
Gujarat’s White Revolution. It was freedom fighter 
Tribhuvandas Patel who was one of the foremost leaders 
of the cooperative movement and later became the chairman 
of Amul. Dr Verghese Kurien carried forward his work and 
made Amul one of the best examples of cooperatives in 
the world. They were both awarded the Ramon Magsaysay 
Award, considered Asia’s Nobel Prize, for community 
leadership in 1963. Kurien’s vision helped Operation Flood 
of the National Dairy Development Board, of which he was 
the chairman, succeed, and India surpassed the US to 
become the world’s largest producer of milk in 1998. But, 
strangely, Modi does not mention Kurien’s contribution to 
transforming the economic status of thousands of villagers 
in Gujarat by selling milk. Nor did he go for Kurien’s 
funeral in Anand in 2012. 


FER 


Similarly, Modi’s claim that Gujarat was a leader in 
agriculture also falls flat in the face of hard statistics. He 
made waves in June 2012 when, in a meeting with Planning 
Commission Vice Chairman Montek Singh Ahluwalia, he 
claimed that agriculture in the state had achieved double- 
digit growth, pegging it at 10.8 per cent. But a report titled 
‘The State of Indian Agriculture 2012-13’ by the Union 
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Agriculture Ministry debunked this claim. The report said 
that during the Eleventh Five-Year Plan (2007-08 to 2011- 
12), the annual average growth rate of gross state domestic 
product from agriculture in Madhya Pradesh and 
Chhattisgarh was 7.6 per cent, followed by Rajasthan (7.4), 
Jharkhand (6.0), Karnataka (5.6), Andhra Pradesh (4.9), 
Assam (4.9) and finally Gujarat (4.8). 

C.J. Jose, former additional chief secretary of Gujarat, 
points out, ‘To show rapid growth, a drought year, when 
the agricultural output was very low, was taken as the base 
figure. This was to show that in the years that followed 
there was a sudden rise in output as good rains resulted in 
bountiful crops.’ Ravindra Dholakia, an Indian Institute 
of Management, Ahmedabad, professor, had said that the 
state had achieved the average annual growth rate of 9.5 
per cent in the ten years ending in 2009-10. ‘Dholakia’s 
conclusion is simply the result of the myopic perverse 
choice of the base year of 2000-01. During this period, the 
output of agriculture and animal husbandry in Gujarat at 
Rs 14,092 crore was even lower than the Rs 15,658 crore 
figure of 1981-82. The 2000-01 value of the agricultural 
output was 39 pa cent below that of 1998-99 when Modi 
was not in power,’ says Jose. 

Ironically, even the World Bank in its review of economic 
developments in South Asian countries in 2011 commended 
Gujarat for its performance in agriculture as its agricultural 
Output increased. The review said this was thanks to 
technology development, a holistic approach to electricity 
and better water management with feeder lines and drip 
irrigation.*! 
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In his popular blog ‘True Lies’, journalist Rajiv Shah, a 
keen Modi watcher who reported from Gandhinagar for 
many years, said that Modi exaggerated figures. Many 
official figures, he said, were never publicized as they 
contradicted his own. While he went to town claiming that 
Gujarat had achieved double-digit growth in agriculture, 
figures for 2012-13 were not released. Moreover, figures 
on farmer suicides painted a grim picture of the state of 
agriculture in Gujarat. In March 2011, the Indian Express 
reported that as many as 9,829 workers, 5,447 farmers and 
919 farm labourers committed suicide in Gujarat in the 
previous ten years.” 

a, 

Closely related to agriculture, water also continued to be a 
serious issue in Gujarat. In April 2011, Gujarat’s Water 
Resources Minister Nitin Patel admitted that despite the 
construction of one lakh check dams and other water 
harvesting systems, groundwater tables failed to register 
any sizeable change over the previous twelve years. This 
happened as farmers who earlier grew one crop now 
harvested multiple cash crops, which consumed more water. 
Reports by the CAG pointed out how the state had failed 
to come up with a groundwater legislation to restrict and 
regulate the withdrawal of groundwater. Salinity-affected 
areas had increased by about 39,000 in number since 1984 
in the coastal region. 

The Sardar Sarovar Dam, whose construction took 
twenty years and was completed in 2007 at a cost of more 
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than Rs 22,000 crore, was projected to become a lifeline 
for the state. But the construction of its network of canals 
was slow. According to a Press Trust of India report, of the 
74,626-km canal network, work on only 19,885 km was 
completed till early 2013. Between 2009 and 2012, the 
government completed only 289.22 km of the network. 
On 13 February, in a written reply to a question by Gadhada 
MLA Atmaram Parmar, the state government stated that 
‘484.92 km of branch canals and 2,818.14 km of sub- 
branch canals are yet to be completed. Also, 12,319.52 km 
of minor and 37,887.55 km of sub-minor canal works are 
yet to be completed’.™ 

But the government was prompt in diverting the 
Narmada water to industry even in rain-starved areas. A 
2007 CAG audit report that reviewed the working of Gujarat 
Water Infrastructure Limited scrutinized Modi’s much- 
touted claim that the Narmada water would change the 
future of Kutch. It pointed out that deviating from the 
master plan that envisaged a supply of 232 million litres 
per day (mld) to Kutch, of which 45 mld was meant for 
industrial use, industries in Kutch were actually allotted 
61.91 mld. Narmada water was also diverted to the 
Sabarmati river that flows through the heart of Ahmedabad 
to develop the waterfront. Meanwhile, farmers in the arid 
areas of Saurashtra and Kutch waited for water from the 
dam for years. In an apparent bid to placate the aggrieved, 
Modi in September 2012 announced a plan to fill 115 
irrigation dams in Saurashtra with Narmada water and 
even pitched it as a new project under the name of 
Saurashtra Narmada Avataran Yojana. 
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That year, J.P. Patel, additional secretary of the state’s 
water resources department, admitted, ‘Of the total 125 
lakh hectares irrigable land in the state, only 65 lakh 
hectares will get water even after completion of the Sardar 
Sarovar project. The remaining 60 lakh hectares will remain 
dependent on rain? While good rains in July 2013 
increased the storage of water in the dam, farmers did not 
rejoice. As much as 2,922.68 hectares of command area 
land in Mandal and Detroj taluka in Ahmedabad district 
was to be acquired for setting up a Maruti Suzuki plant. 
Elsewhere, farmers of Vagra and Bharuch were informed 
that their agricultural lands were to be acquired for the 
Petroleum, Chemicals and Petro-Chemicals Special 
Investment Region at Dahej. As plans stood in 2013, the 
special investment region would swallow 14,927 hectares 
of land that fell under the command area of the dam. 


TEND 


Over his twelve years in power in the state, Narendra Modi 
tried to hard-sell himself to every segment of society— 
right from farmers to industrialists. But no community 
proved harder to win over than Muslims. In September 
2011, he even launched the Sadbhavana Mission, a series 
of fasts projected as a gesture of compassion directed 
towards Muslims. Two years later, his rally in Jaipur came 
under a cloud of controversy over a purported direction by 
the party asking Muslims to come dressed in skull caps 
and burqas to show that he had the support of minorities 
and had left the legacy of the 2002 riots behind. 
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But irrespective of the violence of that year, Modi had a 
patchy track record when it came to promoting the welfare 
of Muslims in Gujarat. In 2009, the Centre decided to give 
pre-matriculation scholarships to minority students to 
encourage them to take up education. The Central 
government was to contribute 80 per cent of the funds, 
with the remaining to be put in by the state. Every year, 
54,000 minority students stood to benefit in Gujarat alone. 
But the Modi government did not implement the scheme 
on the grounds that it was against the Constitution as it 
was designed to benefit particular communities. 

Activist Hanif Lakdawalla complained to then Human 
Resource Development Minister Kapil Sibal at a meeting 
of the standing committee of the National Monitoring 
Committee for Minorities Education organized in 2011 by 
the ministry. Sibal said he had told the Gujarat government 
to at least grant the 80 per cent which was the Centre’s 
contribution, but his communication had fallen on deaf 
ears. Acting on a public interest litigation, the Gujarat 
High Court ruled that the scheme was not unconstitutional 
and must be implemented. The state government then 
challenged the order in the Supreme Court, which further 
upheld the judgment. 

In 2011, Modi told a Planning Commission meeting 
that the literacy rate among Muslims in Gujarat was eight 
percentage points higher than the national average. But a 
July 2013 NSSO report titled ‘Employment and 
Unemployment Situation among Major Religious Groups 
in India’ showed that 81.4 per cent of Hindu children in 
Gujarat attended educational institutions as compared to 
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78.7 per cent of Muslims. The attendance rate of Muslim 
children in the state was among the worst in India, with 
only three states performing poorer—Bihar (74.6 per cent), 
Rajasthan (73.2 per cent) and Uttar Pradesh (73.2 per 
cent).°° 

Another telling example of the state of education of 
Muslims in the state could be found in Juhapura, the 
Ahmedabad neighbourhood to which Muslims relocated 
after the 2002 riots. It had a population of more than 3.5 
lakh but only two government schools. The other thirty- 
seven that function there were run by Muslim trusts. 
Lakdawalla points out, ‘Before 2002, there were just 200 
Muslim educational trusts in Gujarat. Today, there are 
800. Muslims have realized that the government has 
abdicated the responsibility of taking care of their basic 
needs like education. Muslims have also figured out that 
education is the only way for them to do well and are today 
concentrating on ensuring that for their children. Muslims 
are helping themselves and Modi cannot take credit for 
their doing well.’*” 
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Giant PR Factory 


f Modi managed to remain in public consciousness as a 

development messiah in spite of his many claims which 
didn’t always ring true, it was thanks, at least in part, to 
shrewd public relations and image management. He is one 
of the most image-conscious politicians in India today. If 
he is being photographed, he takes great care to ensure 
that it is shot from the right angles. If his picture has to go 
up on an official poster or hoarding, it has to be cleared by 
him. If he does not like it, it has to be changed, sources 
say. 

Ashutosh, managing editor of TV news channel IBN 7 
and author of Anna: 13 Days That Awakened India, says, 
‘Modi is the first politician in modern India who seems to 
have been manufactured in a factory with everything 
designed from day one. Everything is meticulously planned 
as to how he is to be marketed, how he would dress up, 
display specific body language, choose at which forum he 
would talk, what he would say there, how he would woo 
voters or increase his brand positioning. You will hardly 
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see any rough edges with what he does. He is different 
from all his peers in that sense.’! 

Whenever Modi appears in public, his beard is trimmed, 
his chest—which he has claimed is 56 inches wide—is 
thrust outwards to exude an aura of power, he is dressed 
for the occasion and is acutely aware of his audience. For 
instance, at the annual international kite-flying festival in 
2011 in Ahmedabad, he was dressed in a black polo 
cardigan, designer eyewear, a light grey jacket and a beige 
cowboy hat. And the next day, at the Vibrant Gujarat 
summit, he was back in a politician’s traditional garb, 
projecting the image of a leader rooted in the state’s 
culture and tradition. 

In an article in the Economic Times in 2011, journalist 
Binoy Prabhakar wrote that Modi began to flirt with 
Western wear as early as 2001, after he took over as chief 
minister and began to travel abroad to woo investors. He 
started using his wardrobe to free himself from the ‘Godhra 
straitjacket’. ‘For someone whose lifestyle is otherwise 
spartan, he has a personal groomer and has taken the aid 
of hair-weaving to cover a growing bald patch,’ Prabhakar 
wrote.’ 

His attention to his appearance became only more 
critical as he aspired for the prime minister’s position. He 
supervised every detail of how he would make an entry at a 
public meeting, the kind of music that would be played, 
and where and with whom he would be seated to ensure 
that he dominated the show. Sources say he relied heavily 
on spin doctors who told him how to sculpt his body 
language, modulate his voice, use his hands as he spoke, 
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and take on different roles with different audiences to 
send out the right message. 

The fixation with image spilled over into public 
relations. In November 2007, the Times of India reported 
that Modi had hired Apco Worldwide, a Washington- 
based lobbying firm, to improve his image in the run-up to 
the assembly election that year. The report mentioned that 
among the firm’s other clients were former Nigerian dictator 
Sani Abacha, President-for-life of Kazakhstan Nursultan 
Abishuly Nazarbayev, and Mikhail Khodorkovsky, a former 
communist youth leader who became a Russian billionaire 
with mafia links.* 

The report said that Modi thought of the image-building 
exercise during his visit to Switzerland earlier that year. 
Without floating tenders, his government shortlisted some 
seven national and international firms. Even though it 
quoted a sum that was three times more than others’, 
Apco was picked for the job. The report also added that the 
Gujarat government would pay the firm $25,000 a month. 
But no one in the government shared any information on 
the exact amount it charged. Right to Information activists 
tried to get hold of the figures but in vain. 

For a while, Apco was believed to be handling Modi’s 
PR, arranging interviews and telling him what to say, how 
to handle journalists and how to make forceful speeches, 
basically how to shore up his image in India and abroad. 
But the firm maintained that it did not work for him and 
its brief was to build and sell ‘Brand Gujarat’ to the 
international community. It was ostensibly hired by the 
Gujarat government in December 2009 to market the 
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Vibrant Gujarat summits, promote the state as a tourist 
destination and also secure endorsements from leading 
institutions. In October 2012, the Gujarat Solar Park was 
awarded the ‘Best Project of the Year’ by Project 
Management Institute, a global organization. Interestingly, 
Apco was its lobbyist. 


The institutionalization of Modi’s image building may be a 
more recent phenomenon, but he had been fascinated 
with the power of the Internet to increase his popularity 
for a long time. I have already recounted my experience of 
interviewing him for rediff.com in March 2001 in the 
aftermath of the Tehelka sting operation, which caught 
then BJP President Bangaru Laxman accepting a bribe. The 
crisis his party was going through notwithstanding, he had 
called me the next day, sounding pleased that he had got a 
lot of responses to the interview from all over the world. 

Of late, the Internet in this context more specifically 
meant social media, which formed an important part of all 
of his PR strategies. Modi’s election strategy was not 
restricted to traditional methods of canvassing and 
campaigning. Sources say that he learnt from the way US 
President Barack Obama conducted his presidential 
campaign in 2008, tracking public opinion with the help of 
digital technologies and analytics which helped create data 
on individuals rather than on groups. Customized 
messaging was seen to be more effective than general 
rhetoric. 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


130 MODI DEMYSTIFIED 


Modi was the first chief minister in India who 
understood the power of social media, and his PR agents 
effectively drummed up support for him on popular 
platforms like Facebook and Twitter. As of June 2014, his 
official Facebook page had more than 1.7 crore likes and 
over 47 lakh followers on Twitter, making him the most 
popular Indian politician on social media. The numbers 
increased by the hour. Apart from scores of videos extolling 
Modi on YouTube, there was www.narendramodi.in, where 
all his activities and speeches were documented by an 
army of volunteers. In a first for Indian politics, he used 
life-size 3D avatars of himself to address audiences in 
multiple locations. 

Blogworks, an agency which monitors the social 
networking index of India’s political leaders, puts Modi 
right at the top of its chart, followed by L.K. Advani and 
Rahul Gandhi. Politicians grudgingly concede that no other 
leader has managed to do with PR, social media and 
technology in general what Modi has done to change his 
image, get noticed and become a subject of conversation in 
every street corner. 

Time and again, he said in internal party meetings that 
social media would play a crucial role in the elections. In 
August 2013, he also organized a media workshop involving 
senior party workers, state media convenors and 
spokespersons in the capital to help them understand how 
to use various media. He asked them to make presentations 
on the media and election strategies they intended to 
follow. The idea was to open their eyes to the social 
media’s power of influence. Other BJP leaders liked his 
approach as they saw it working to the party’s advantage. 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


Giant PR Factory 131 


In a special issue of India Today celebrating the country’s 
sixty-seventh Independence Day, Modi wrote: ‘Social media 
is an egalitarian medium that has created a level playing 
field. It is now possible for a common man to talk to, 
question and challenge any public figure if they disagree 
with him or her. On social media, we are all netizens first 
and everything later! Social media has emerged as a great 
tool for empowerment.”* 

The politically correct article went on to say that it was 
heartening to see individuals and organizations using social 
media innovatively to create a better society immersed in 
values of community service. Little could be made out of 
that statement, considering that the social media 
dominating the political sphere is saturated with hate 
missives, exposing the fact that we have become 
inexplicably intolerant. Modi’s statement espousing social 
media is especially ironic, given that anyone who criticizes 
him is flagellated and roundly abused by Internet Nazis. 

As there is a lot of fragmentation and polarization 
among voters, even a little shift can make a great difference 
in terms of seats won or lost. So, central to his modern 
social media strategies was that old science which always 
decides elections all over the world—arithmetic. In the 
2009 general elections, the Congress had polled about 11 
crore votes. He calculated that there would be more than 
14 crore mobile Internet users by the time the nation went 
to polls again. It was not just propaganda he was looking 
at; he wanted to build a new base among first-time voters, 
who formed 20 per cent of the total electorate in 2014. As 
they were hooked to social media platforms, his 
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predominance there helped him acquire the image of a 
modern and technologically savvy leader. 

And then to bring this new, young, urban voter into 
the BJP fold, his managers came up with a volunteer 
mobilization programme called ‘India 272+’, complete 
with a mobile phone app, the catchphrase reminding the 
voter that India needed a party in power with a full majority 
so that in government too there would be the easy rhyme 
of his four-word campaign slogan—‘Abki Baar, Modi Sarkar 
(This time around, vote for a Modi government)’. 

With his resounding victory in the 2014 general 
elections, Modi ensured that every election hereafter will 
be fought differently as other political parties will be forced 
to measure up to his technological savvy and draw 
competent strategies. No election was ever fought with 
such meticulous planning or with experts pooling their 
varied skills to perform different technological tasks. 


FERS 


Modi’s social media blitzkrieg was obviously not the work 
of one man or even one PR agency. There was an army of 
back-room officials constantly working on him and 
marketing him to the country. These included a principal 
secretary, two additional principal secretaries, two officers 
on special duty, one of them exclusively to manage IT and 
the other for meetings. He had four personal assistants, 
one public relations officer and an additional public relations 
officer in his office. Regular feedback was given to him on 
what people were talking about, audience reactions to his 
speeches and what BJP workers were saying about him. 
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In an article in the Financial Express in October 2013, 
journalist Ravish Tiwari wrote that Piyush Goyal, a forty- 
nine-year-old Rajya Sabha MP of the party, headed the 
BJP’s information and communication campaign sub- 
committee that oversaw all outreach efforts via the web, 
mobile phones and social media. The sub-committee was 
in turn helped by the party’s IT cell, with an alumnus of 
the Indian Institute of Technology (Banaras Hindu 
University), Arvind Gupta, as convenor, and a 
communication cell, headed by an MBA degree holder 
from the Indian Institute of Foreign Trade, Anupam Trivedi. 

The IT drive included a third arm outside the party 
fold. To drive his and the BJP’s online campaign, Modi 
handpicked arguably two of the country’s sharpest minds 
in the field of the Internet: Rajesh Jain, a postgraduate 
from Columbia University in the US and an entrepreneur 
who helped revolutionize Internet use in India with his 
IndiaWorld Web portal—a collection of India-centric 
websites, comprising news, sports, entertainment and 
education—and technology entrepreneur B.G. Mahesh, a 
postgraduate from Alabama University in the US and the 
founder of Greynium Information Technologies Pvt. Ltd, 
which owns Onelndia, one of India’s first regional language 
news portals. 

In one of his entries on his blog called Emergic, Jain 
wrote of how he was invited to be on a Modi-led Gujarat 
delegation to China. He was amazed to see 200 Chinese 
companies present for a session on investment 
opportunities in Gujarat. Modi spoke in English on how 
Gujarat had created a paradigm shift in good governance 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


134 MODI DEMYSTIFIED 


and development in India. His speech was simultaneously 
translated into Chinese that could be heard on the 
headphones. It showed Jain how serious Modi was to woo 
international business. 

Modi later called him for a discussion. Jain wrote on 
his blog, ‘I spoke about the need for using technology 
much more in e-governance, with some very specific ideas 
on what needed to be done. Many of these were drawn 
from my experience in the state over the past year. Mr 
Modi listened attentively and asked me for a detailed note 
on the couple of ideas that could then be discussed with 
appropriate officers. What struck me in the conversation 
was how attentive he was. He listened carefully and never 
once interrupted me. For me, this conversation was a 
revelation. There was such a difference between the image 
of Mr Modi created by the media and the person I sat next 
to and talked to on the flight. As I sat interacting with him, 
the realization came that this was the type of person India 
needed to transform the nation.’ 

Apart from Goyal, Jain and Mahesh, one of Modi’s 
prominent back-room strategists was K. Kailashnathan, 
popularly known as K.K., a 1979 batch retired bureaucrat 
who closely worked with him for a decade. The day K.K. 
retired in May 2013, Modi inducted him as chief principal 
secretary in the chief minister’s office. Then there was 
Hiren Joshi, officer on special duty and a former IT 
professor. He handled over 300 portals of the state 
government, promoting and monitoring e-governance 
initiatives across 18,000 villages. And last but not the least 
was Modi’s confidant Amit Shah, former minister of state 
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for home who had to step down and face arrest in 2010 
following charges of having ordered a series of encounter 
killings. He supervised and guided the BJP’s social media 
campaign. 

As Modi anticipated he would ultimately be anointed 
the BJP’s prime ministerial candidate in the run-up to the 
2014 general elections, his PR wizards drew up an elaborate 
strategy of handpicking hundreds of loyal party activists 
who would first educate themselves in the various facets 
of the Gujarat ‘development model’ and then fan out into 
designated areas of India to propagate how Modi was a 
visionary who would bring about change in India the way 
he had done in Gujarat. They would be armed with booklets, 
pamphlets and CDs to buttress what they were propagating. 
But the Modi juggernaut that took shape and looked 
unstoppable as India went to polls in April 2014 would not 
have been possible without the backing of the country’s 
media, an equally powerful force, which, ironically, has a 
reputation of crawling when asked to bend. 


FERS 


In February 2014, former editor-in-chief of the Hindu, 
Siddharth Varadarajan, took to one of Modi’s favourite 
platforms, Twitter, to say, ‘In the Emergency, media owners 
crawled when asked to bend. Now, several bending even 
before asker is in a position of power.’ The journalist’s 
reference did not escape anyone who had been following 
recent trends in the Indian media. 

Caravan, a reputed monthly magazine, published a 
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detailed cover story by Rahul Bhatia in December 2013 on 
Network18, a mass media company which owns entities 
such as news channels CNN-IBN and opinion portal First 
Post.® The story discussed how the network had taken a 
turn to the right after industrialist Mukesh Ambani picked 
up a stake in the media group in 2012. Further, senior 
journalist Hartosh Singh Bal was fired as political editor of 
Open magazine in November without being offered a reason. 

But in an interview to The Hoot, a media criticism 
website, the weekly magazine’s editor, Manu Joseph, 
revealed that the magazine’s proprietor, Sanjiv Goenka, 
had told Joseph that he was ‘making a lot of .. . political 
enemies’ because of Bal’s writings and utterances on TV 
news channels.’ When the magazine’s management decided 
to appoint P.R. Ramesh, considered close to BJP general 
secretary Arun Jaitley, as the new political editor, Joseph 
also resigned. In an article for Scroll.in, commentator 
Shivam Vij pointed out that, ironically, one of the last 
stories commissioned by Bal before his exit was about the 
Modi campaign’s increasing hold on the media.® 

Vij listed more instances of intolerance towards 
independent-minded journalists. Thiru Veerapandian 
reportedly lost his prime time show on Sun TV for merely 
saying that people should think before voting for Modi. In 
Gujarat itself, the regime went after journalists. In 2006, 
Manoj Shinde, editor of a Gujarat paper, was charged with 
sedition for merely criticizing the Modi government’s tardy 
flood relief efforts. In 2008, the Times of India’s Ahmedabad 
editor Bharat Desai and a photographer for the Gujarat 
Samachar newspaper were charged with sedition for 
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exposing corruption in the police. After Vidya 
Subrahmaniam, a senior journalist in the Hindu, wrote an 
op-ed about Sardar Patel in October 2013 that appeared to 
have irked Modi’s supporters, she received a lot of threat 
calls and messages. 

Pune-based culture studies professor Ruchi Jaggi says, 
‘Modi is a shrewd opportunist and PR strategist who 
knows how to use the media. He represents a very well- 
thought-out propaganda machinery. It takes immense 
strategizing to achieve the kind of perception that he has 
created. It is ironic that such an authoritarian leader can 
survive in a democracy by using such tools.” 

As the space for dissenting voices shrank, the Modi 
camp endeared itself to a chosen few who painted the 
leader in glowing colours. Sanjay Bhavsar, a Gujarat 
Administrative Service officer, decided who would be 
allowed to meet Modi, while PR officer Jagdish Thakkar in 
the CMO processed interview requests, ensuring that only 
the most favourable journalists got access to the chief 
minister. One of Modi’s most vocal supporters was activist 
Madhu Kishwar. Until not too long ago, she was known as 
the founder editor of Manushi, a feminist journal published 
since 1979. She was outspoken, never minced words, 
advocated gender causes, fought for the urban poor and 
was a firebrand activist. Then suddenly in 2013, she became 
an ardent Modi supporter and ran several instalments of 
‘Modinama’—chronicles of Modi—in the path-breaking 
journal. 

Her tone in her writings was one that made the reader 
think she knew more of the man than most others and 
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wanted the world to recognize that she had discovered the 
truth about a much-maligned and misunderstood leader. 
In one of her tweets, she wondered, ‘Why doesn’t anyone 
applaud Modi for preventing any communal riots between 
2002 and 2012?’ The leader’s website, www.narendramodi.in, 
also quoted her generously, and his supporters were thrilled 
that she had given their leader a new and unexpected 
credibility. 


TRO 


The line between the credible and the incredible, however, 
is thin and on one too many occasions Modi found himself 
overstretched. Interestingly, ‘crisis perception management’ 
was one of the key duties of Modi’s PR agents. In a feature 
article in Open magazine in July 2013, journalist Jatin Gandhi 
wrote that the Guajarat government was then in the process 
of finalizing a new contract with a PR agency, as the 
current one, held by Delhi-based Mutual PR, was to expire 
in a few months. The government’s international contract, 
held worldwide by Apco, ended in March 2013. Gandhi 
accessed the ‘Request for Proposal’ document. The devil, 
he noted, was concealed in the detail of objectives such as: 
‘Crisis perception management and informing the 
Commissionerate of Information about impending stories 
about Gujarat State / leadership’. 

‘The “leadership” clearly refers to Modi,’ Gandhi wrote. 
“Crisis perception management” essentially kicks in at 
times when Modi goofs up.” But the goof-ups are often 
too difficult to be explained away by smart PR lexicon. 
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Like his remark in an interview to Reuters, comparing 
Muslim victims of the 2002 riots to a puppy dying under 
his car’s wheel. Or the one made to the Wall Street Journal 
in June 2012 that malnutrition among children under five 
was explained by middle class girls in Gujarat being ‘more 
figure conscious than health conscious’." 

In March 2013, the National Indian American Public 
Policy Institute based in Chicago arranged a trip of three 
US Congress members, Aaron Schock, Cynthia Lummis 
and Cathy Rodgers, to Gujarat. But Modi’s PR factory 
made it seem to the media like the Obama administration 
had sent them. The national media soon smelt a rat, 
investigated and found that it was a purely private visit and 
did not have the concurrence of the US government in any 
way. Incidentally, it was this very institute which worked 
with a group called Overseas Friends of BJP to get Modi an 
invite from the Wharton School in the US to address its 
students that same month. But the invite was suddenly 
withdrawn as the institute thought it best not to get into 
. any controversy since the US had denied a visa to the 
leader for more than a decade in sight of the post-Godhra 
riots. 

Arguably the biggest faux pas involving Modi took 
place in June 2013, with a story in the Times of India 
claiming that he had rescued 15,000 Gujaratis from the 
killer floods in Uttarakhand—using eighty Toyota Innovas, 
four Boeings and twenty-five luxury buses—even though 
the army wasn’t able to rescue more than a few hundred.” 
This incident in particular proved to be great fodder for the 
Congress, which derisively gave him nicknames such as 
Rambo and feku (liar). 
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Then there were his series of gaffes in which he jumbled 
up historical facts, at times those pertaining to his own 
party’s ancestry. Describing Syama Prasad Mookherjee as 
a ‘proud son of Gujarat’ at an event in November 2013, he 
credited him with setting up the radical ‘India House in 
London under the very noses of the English’. ‘He was 
considered the guru of Indian revolutionaries,’ he said. ‘He 
died in 1930, but before he did so, he expressed the wish 
that his ashes be kept carefully so they could be returned 
to a free India.’ 

Mookherjee, however, was born in Kolkata, not Gujarat; 
died in 1953, not 1930; passed away in India; and was 
cremated in West Bengal. Modi’s reference was in fact to 
Shyamaji Krishna Verma, a Sanskrit scholar and nationalist 
born in Gujarat’s Mandvi city on 4 October 1857. 
Mookherjee served as minister for industry and supply in 
Jawaharlal Nehru’s cabinet. He quit the Congress and 
founded the Bharatiya Jana Sangh—the BJP’s ancestor—in 
1951. He was jailed in 1953 while protesting against 
restrictions on the entry of Indian nationals into Jammu 
and Kashmir and died in prison. Moreover, this foot-in- 
mouth incident happened just days after Modi had said the 
ancient university of Takshashila was in Bihar whereas it 
was in what is now Pakistan. 

As Modi made tall claims, the Congress war room 
realized the need to puncture them with solid research. At 
9 Pandit Pant Marg in central Delhi, the residence of 
Deepender Singh Hooda—who was a Congress MP from 
Rohtak in Haryana in the Lok Sabha that concluded in 
2014 and headed the party’s social media initiative— 
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researchers constantly went through reams of information 
to counter his claims. Hooda led the counter-Modi strategy 
on social media and also gave inputs to leaders to use it 
appropriately. 

Sandeep Dikshit, then the Congress MP from East 
Delhi, doubled up as the party spokesperson and the head 
of its research team. At his Pandara Park residence in 
central Delhi, a team of five meticulously documented 
every figure and piece of economic data used by Modi and 
ran fact checks. If they were wrong, they were shared with 
the teams of Hooda and Ajay Maken, Congress MP from 
the New Delhi constituency and head of the party’s 
communication cell. The facts were passed on to those 
appearing on TV debates and released on social media. 

Author Sunil Khilnani, who is the director of the King’s 
India Institute at King’s College in London, said that, 
going ahead, the real challenge for Modi’s opponents would 
not be battling his ideology. It would in fact be ripping 
through his electoral organization and mobilization with 
the use of modern technology.” And correctly looking 
through the symbols he so effectively employs. 
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Tapping into the Power 
of Symbols 


o Indian leader has employed the power of symbolism 

like Modi. He lost no opportunity to whip up symbols 
that catch the public eye or imagination. In October 2012, 
just before the assembly elections, Modi canvassed around 
Gujarat in an air-conditioned van called the Swami 
Vivekanand Yuva Vichar Vikas Rath that had a huge image 
of Swami Vivekananda on it. The underlying message was 
that Modi admired the saint-philosopher and, like him, 
wanted to build a ‘samarth and sashakt Bharat (capable 
and powerful India)’, an idea he has vocalized numerous 
times. He knew that the invocation of Vivekananda would 
add to his carefully calibrated brand appeal. 

But the problem with the invocation was that he ignored 
the many lessons that the saint leader, credited with 
bringing Hinduism to the status of a major world religion 
in the nineteenth century, stood for. Vivekananda had laid 
great emphasis on the need for introspection and self- 
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criticism and had called on Hindus and Muslims to come 
together to ensure a nationalist surge in colonial India. He 
built lasting institutions. Lastly, and most importantly, he 
followed the core principals of the Bhagavadgita—action 
without craving for the rewards it would bring. 

Pakistan was another symbol that he used often and to 
great effect. During his early years in power in Gujarat, he 
would make emotive speeches in which he repeatedly 
referred to the sinister presence of the neighbour and 
invoked ‘Miya Musharraf. Gujarat being a border state, 
this strategy had its appeal. Also, during the India-Pakistan 
war of 1965, Balwantrai Mehta, the second chief minister 
of Gujarat, was killed as his helicopter was shot down by ` 
the Pakistani Air Force when he was flying close to the 
border. This was a memory that had always riled Gujaratis, 
and they instantly connected with Modi’s speeches. 
Moreover, numerous fishermen from Gujarat have spent 
time in Pakistani jails for having accidentally crossed the 
international border while fishing. 

His strategy in invoking the fear of the neighbour was 
to underline that he had the strength to give a fitting reply 
to its aggression—a man who would be a protector of his 
people against a whole nation. But, to the discerning, such 
instances also laid bare Modi’s tremendous ego and his 
tendency to ‘Modiise’ things. According to sociologist Shiv 
Visvanathan, to ‘Modiise’ something means ‘to speed up 
beyond the call of reason, to inflate something because 
you can only have a life hoarding size. A disease of 
pretentiousness driven by an ego inflated with piety.” 


Modi also managed to hit the right emotional buttons 
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with catchy slogans that became symbols of him and his 
style of governance. Soon after taking over as chief minister, 
in one of his first public appearances, he floated the slogan, 
‘Aapnu Gujarat, Agvu Gujarat (Our Gujarat, Unique 
Gujarat)’. Maharashtra always had ‘Jai Maharashtra’ while 
West Bengal had ‘Sonar Bangla’. Now, with Modi coming 
in, there were a number of slogans all geared to touch 
Gujarat’s parochial nerve: Garvi Gujarat (Proud Gujarat), 
Vibrant Gujarat and Swarnim Gujarat (Golden Gujarat). In 
the course of a few years, he captured the imagination of 
the Gujarati middle class and catered to its upwardly 
mobile aspirations and sense of Gujarati pride. Social 
researcher Achyut Yagnik points out, ‘Modi for the first 
time introduced Gujarati parochialism. Hindutva was always 
there, but here was another weapon that Modi brought in 
to create a different attraction for the Gujarati middle 
class.’ 

This was a strategy he employed to great effect in the 
2007 state elections, when he conflated himself and his 
state by suggesting that a criticism of his style of governance 
was an affront to six crore Gujaratis. That year, he also 
used the Modi mask to connect with people. Voters felt 
empowered wearing it. It was all over the place. 
Photojournalists captured scores of commoners wearing 
the Modi mask at rallies, and their photos spread the sense 
of what seemed like a Modi wave. 

In 2002, he rode to power with his carefully cultivated 
image of a “Hindu Hriday Samrat’, coming across as an 
aggressive protector of Hindus. A decade later, for the 
2012 state elections, the symbol had moved from religion 
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to development as he summed up his governance in two 
words—‘Gujarat model’—something of a panacea for all of 
the country’s, not just the state’s, problems. All through 
the campaign, he asked audiences why India had not 
accomplished what Gujarat had under his leadership. It 
was clear he was signalling how he could replicate the 
Gujarat style of governance at the national level and rescue 
India from the paralysis it had slipped into in the last few 
years. In one rally after another, he spoke of transparency, 
the importance of honesty, decisiveness, courage to take 
strong economic initiatives and show both women and 
youth that there could be a better tomorrow with better 
governance and development. 

When rediff.com’s managing editor Sheela Bhatt toured 
Gujarat in November 2012 to report on the election fever, 
a real estate agent told her, ‘When we close our eyes and 
think of Modi, we see money.” This was also what young 
voters saw. Of the 37.8 million voters in the state, 20.4 
million were below the age of forty. Nearly 1.2 million 
were under nineteen. Modi was clever enough to see that — 
and talked about creating opportunities, progress, 
development and economic growth. It worked like magic 
as he was swept back to power. 

Modi became a popular leader as he took care during 
his three terms as Gujarat chief minister to encourage the 
construction of various symbols that were identified with 
modernity and change, such as flyovers, malls, multiplexes, 
the Bus Rapid Transit System, broad roads, boulevards, 
removal of ugly illegal structures and so on. The Rajiv 


Gandhi Foundation found Gujarat to be the best- 
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administered state in terms of roads and power sector 
reforms. Corporate India was in love with him. Business 
leaders like Anil Ambani openly hailed him as the future 
prime minister, saying that he had the qualities to lead his 
countrymen to a new India. For the youth, these were 
visible changes. They had not seen a leader like this in 
Gujarat. As the Congress had no alternative leader who 
could match up to Modi, the halo around him grew bigger 
and brighter. 

In one of his biggest and most expensive symbolic 
exercises, he decided to spend Rs 2,074 crore to build a 
statue of the Iron Man of India, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel— 
a Congress leader, a Gujarati and India’s first home 
minister—whom he tries to emulate and style himself on. 
To ensure an emotional connect with Gujaratis, in 
December 2013, he asked farmers to donate pieces of iron 
to make the statue, which will require around 35,000 
tonnes of cement, 3,725 tonnes of steel and 1,500 tonnes 
of bronze. The proposed 182-metre-high statue would be 
taller than the 128-metre-high Spring Temple Buddha in 
China’s Henan Province, which is the tallest in the world. 
It would be built on an island on the Narmada river. 
‘Would it have been better to spend Rs 2,000 crore on 
improving human development indices to catch up with 
other states?’ asks a social activist who does not want to be 
named as she fears being hounded.* 

As the state machinery rolled to collect iron tools from 
villages, purportedly to be used in the statue, opposition 
leader Shankersinh Vaghela said, ‘The government of 
Gujarat does not have a single good reason to spend over 
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Rs 2,000 crore in the name of the world’s tallest statue 
when the money should have been spent for the benefit of 
citizens. It is not for the love of Sardar saheb that the 
statue is being built. Because, had that been the case, the 
BJP would not have opposed our decision to name the 
airport in Ahmedabad after Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel during 
my tenure as chief minister.’ Chitra Padmanabhan wrote 
in Open in July 2013: ‘What drives Modi is a narcissistic 
self-image of an “iron man” who stands head and shoulders 
above everyone, his own party and colleagues included.”* 

Modi does have an uneasy equation with symbols, 
though, and there are also a few he consciously stays clear 
of. Towards the end of 2011, during a much publicized and 
choreographed Sadbhavana Mission, under which he fasted 
for peace, he refused to accept a skull cap from Sufi leader 
Maulana Hazrat Sufi Imam Sahi Sayeed Mehendi Husain. 
He knew that Hindu hardliners would never have forgiven 
him had he worn the skull cap even for a momentary 
photo op. At a huge cost to the exchequer, he organized 
thirty-six such Sadbhavana rallies covering every district of 
the state between 2011 and 2012, during which scores of 
men in skull caps met him. The events were widely covered 
and photographed. BJP leaders claimed that Muslims were 
his new supporters. 

But an RTI query by one Kalu Odedara on whether 
public money was spent to buy skull caps to be distributed 
on the day of the Sadbhavana fasts at Navsari, which is 
near Surat and has a significant Muslim population, revealed 
that the Gujarat government had spent Rs 4,800 on buying 
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the information officer at the Navsari district collector’s 
office. Former chief minister Suresh Mehta says, ‘Various 
collectors were asked to buy the skull caps and distribute 
them to show that Muslims were coming to greet Modi 
during his fast. Without the consent of the assembly, he 
cannot spend a paisa from the consolidated fund. He has 
ignored such rules. He even hired 9,716 buses for various 
programmes during his Sadbhavana shows.” Ninety-six- 
year-old Gandhian Chinubhai Vaidya dismisses the 
Sadhbhavana show as pure hypocrisy. ‘If Modi can wear all 
kinds of fancy turbans to look grand, why is it so difficult 
for him to wear a skull cap?’® 

With time, Modi himself has become a symbol of many 
things—development and good governance being chief 
among them. While his successes in these fields cannot be 
denied, it is important to take the hyperbole out of his 
achievements and fit them to their rightful scale. 
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And Some Good Practices 


Ma can in all earnestness boast of a good number of 
achievements, and the credit he claims for them will 
not be undeserved. An illustrative example is the Gujarat 
International Finance Tec-City (GIFT) about 25 km to the 
north of Ahmedabad, one of his pet projects. On a visit to 
China, he was impressed with its exponential growth. The 
idea of GIFT developed during the 2007 Vibrant Gujarat 
summit, and it was planned as the state’s Shanghai, with 
124 skyscrapers spread over 986 acres. The under- 
construction project is designed by the East China 
Architectural Design and Research Institute, which is 
responsible for planning much of modern-day Shanghai. If 
this island of a city shapes up the way Modi planned, more 
than a million workers would move in there to grab jobs, 
making it the largest urbanization project in Indian history. 

He hoped that financial companies based in Mumbai 
would shift to the swanky GIFT City, as it would have a 
modern feel to it, added to the fact that the state has better 
infrastructure, making it attractive to those working in 
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capital markets, trading desks, hedge funds, software 
development, and back-end operations of banks, call-centres 
and insurance companies. 

In terms of urban renewal, what Modi became widely 
known for was the Sabarmati Riverfront Development 
Project. The riverbank used to have more than 10,000 
people living in unorganized dirty slums. They were mainly 
casual or migrant labourers. They had to be relocated as 
12-km stretches on both sides of the river had to be 
cleared to make way for parks, promenades, markets, 
offices and business hubs. A relocation plan was drawn up 
and they were provided alternative accommodation in 
twenty locations on the city’s outskirts. 

The riverfront redevelopment project was not Modi’s 
idea. It was first proposed by French architect Bernard 
Kohn in 1961—a time when the river used to be a stinking 
gutter all year long. But the proposal lay buried in files 
until the Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation pulled it out 
in the 1990s. Upon coming to power, Modi saw the 
proposal’s potential to be an urban renewal project that 
would be noticed and talked about. The river could be 
used to visually demonstrate what could be done to change 
the character of the city. In 2003, water from the Narmada 
was diverted into the Sabarmati. Once the river’s volume 
increased, thousands of Ahmedabadis rushed to its banks 
to see the makeover. All of them had Modi’s name on their 
lips. The shores were cleared for well-lit concrete 
promenades. The riverfront turned into a location for 
relaxation and revelry. 

The Kankaria Lake in Ahmedabad was built by Sultan 
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Kutubuddin in the fifteenth century. It was a thirty-four- 
sided polygon with a circumference of about 2.3 km. It had 
elaborate systems built into it for water harvesting, filtering 
and letting it out. But over the years, all this got destroyed. 
Urbanization blocked natural water channels that kept the 
lake alive. Sewage was allowed to flow in, making it a 
stinking mess and a dumping ground. Often, fish would 
die due to its low oxygen content. Modi asked Inderjeet 
Prasad Gautam, former principal secretary, urban 
development and housing, and former municipal 
commissioner of Ahmedabad, to beautify the neglected 
lake, which was in the chief minister’s constituency of 
Maninagar, and develop it into a tourist destination. The 
renovated lake was inaugurated in a week-long event known 
as the Kankaria Carnival in December 2008. 

The lake complex is now a big draw for tourists 
and Ahmedabadis, a picnic spot that comes to life every 
evening. There is plenty to do for recreation. For the kids, 
there is a Kids City on the sides of the lake spread out over 
4,240 sq m. Numerous activity centres dot the place, 
offering children experiential learning on how to operate 
accounts in banks, how fire stations work, drawing money 
from an ATM, being a radio jockey in a real radio station 
and so on. There is also a toy train imported from London 
that circles around the lake. 

In 2013, work was on to create the world’s largest 
mural on the side walls of the lake, covering 30,000 sq m. 
Named Gurjar Gaurav Gatha, the stone mural park would 
depict in pink sandstone the history and rise of Gujarat. 
Subjects for the mural included the rulers of Gujarat, its 
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ports, commerce, its ethical business and trade traditions, 
fight for freedom, cultural heritage, art and literature and 
the modern face of the state. 

Traffic in Ahmedabad used to be a mess. Increasing 
incomes had helped people easily access bank loans to buy 
cars. To correct the problem, Modi wanted a Bus Rapid 
Transit System (BRTS) set up, for which Central funds 
were available. He fought opposition from those who did 
not want their shops or houses razed for the widening of 
roads and ensured that bureaucrats like Gautam delivered 
after ironing out the initial problems. Working to a 
systematic plan, reserved lanes for buses were first drawn 
and then all the procedures for road widening and 
demolitions were carried out. Once constructed, the BRTS 
was first tested on one route, where passengers got a free 
12-km ride for three months. The glitches were corrected 
and then the system was expanded to the rest of the city. 

Gautam says, ‘During a trip to Japan, Modi saw that 
there was a special arrangement for the visually challenged 
at bus stations. He told me to include such an arrangement 
in the Ahmedabad BRTS. We asked the Andhjan Mandal, 
an institution looking after the needs of the visually 
challenged, to help us make the BRTS and other public 
places easy to use for the blind. Modi had taken photographs 
of the tiles used in Japan to help the blind identify safe 
paths and negotiate their way. We had similar tiles made 
locally and got organizations that work for the visually 
challenged to train them to travel on the BRTS without 
help.” 

The BRTS in Ahmedabad, known as Janmarg (People’s 
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Route), emerged as the best in India. The Delhi BRTS did 
not work well, and there were lessons to learn from the 
Janmarg experience. When it is fully operational, one-third 
of the current population of Ahmedabad will live within 
walking distance of a BRTS station. It won the Sustainable 
Urban Transport Award from the Washington-based 
Institute for Transportation and Development Policy, and 
was also mentioned at the 2012 climate conference in 
Doha. It also won the National Award for Excellence in 
2010 for the Best Innovation in Urban Mobility. 


FER 


While the rest of India struggles to satisfy growing power 
needs, Gujarat will soon have surplus electricity. The state’s 
Jyotigram Yojana, an initiative launched in 2003 to supply 
twenty-four-hour electricity in villages, substantially helped 
improve the power situation and energized rural lives, 
businesses and industry. The scheme separated agricultural 
feeders from domestic feeders. This meant agricultural 
connections like irrigation pump sets got around eight 
hours of electricity supply, while other consumers enjoyed 
round-the-clock electricity with fairly good voltage. This 
had a positive impact on small-scale industries in rural 
areas. It also brought down transmission and distribution 
losses. 

In another imaginative initiative in the area of power, 
Gujarat launched the Canal Solar Power Project, which 
involves using the statewide network of Narmada canals 
to set up solar panels to generate electricity. The project 
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would not only help the state save on the cost of the land 
on which the panels would otherwise have to be spread 
out, but they would also arrest water evaporation. Power 
from the 3,616 solar panels installed would be fed into the 
local grid for use by surrounding towns and villages. 

The project, implemented in collaboration with US 
firm SunEdison, at first seemed difficult and initially had 
high cost overruns. But officials say they would gradually 
come down as they got a handle on the project. Of the total 
7,600-km length of the Sardar Sarovar Dam’s canal network, 
it is possible to use nearly 3,500 km for solar power 
generation. The potential of the idea, with a power 
generation capacity of 2,200 MW, is huge as the state 
aspires to produce 10,000 MW of solar energy by 2022. 

Solar energy is an attractive catchphrase in the twenty- 
first century and will be crucial for a developing country 
like India in an era of increasing electricity needs and 
global warming. Gujarat hit all the right notes by coming 
out with a solar policy in 2009—one of the first states to 
do so. The state’s highlight in this area was the Gujarat 
Solar Park—the name used for a group of solar parks being 
constructed in the state—which made it Asia’s largest 
solar power hub. The Charanka Solar Park, the largest site 
under this umbrella body, is spread across a desolate 
4,900-acre stretch bordering the Rann of Kutch and 
accounts for 214 MW of photovoltaic solar capacity. 

Vadodara-based twenty-two-year-old Shlok Desai is 
bowled over by the strides Gujarat has taken in the field of 
power. ‘Modi got industrialists to invest and successfully 
converted Gujarat from a power-deficient state to a power- 
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surplus one,’ he says. ‘All he needs is time to bring in 
development in areas like malnutrition, poverty, child 
mortality and others. The good work done by him 
overshadows what has occurred in the past.’ 


EQS 


In the field of governance, one of Modi’s initiatives was to 
organize a Chintan Shibir (introspection camp) for four 
days every year starting in 2003 so that government officers 
and ministers could brainstorm and come up with 
innovative ideas. Experts were also invited to talk on 
various topics ranging from management to spirituality. 
Modi sat at the back of the hall where proceedings were 
held, took notes and listened as presentations were made. 
As he showed personal interest in the exercise, bureaucrats 
took the shibir seriously. 

"Some of the good practices that the Chintan Shibir 
threw up were: assessing the quality of primary education 
in government schools, steps to improve agriculture and 
rural development, poverty alleviation, dealing with 
malnutrition and decentralizing governance from district 
to the panchayat level. One of the ideas that emerged at 
the first shibir in 2003 was e-Dhara, a system that would 
maintain village land records. Within six months, 1.5 
million records were computerized, covering 225 talukas. 
By 2010, all district records were in the Dharadatabase, 
centralizing all land records. Printouts of land records 
could be taken and handed out in more than 2,500 villages 
where the system was operational.’ 
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Another idea that came up was to recognize and reward 
government officials who went beyond their call or area of 
duty to put forth innovative ideas like harvesting wealth 
from waste, computerized ration cards, kitchen gardens at 
anganwadis, winning back school dropouts, and so on. 

The idea of ‘Apno Taluko, Vibrant Taluko (Our Taluka, 
Vibrant Taluka)’ also emerged at one of the shibirs. It 
aimed to strengthen administration at the taluka level to 
ensure better implementation of government schemes. It 
was designed to take governance and development to the 
taluka level to bring in grass-root planning with the consent 
of locals, giving them more power and decentralizing 
governance. The plan envisaged all taluka offices in one 
complex so that villagers would not have to run around 
from office to office. 

To improve the government’s responsiveness in public 
services, Modi started an initiative in 2003 known as 
Swagat (State Wide Attention on Grievances by the 
Application of Technology). Under this, government 
officials tackled common grievances and solved them, if 
possible, on the same day and at the lowest level. But if 
that did not work, a problem was attended to by a senior 
official. If it remained unresolved even at this stage, it 
landed up on Modi’s desk and he worked out a solution on 
the fourth Thursday of every month. Every applicant with 
a grievance got a unique ID that helped track the case 
online. 

Swagat used the information and communication 
technology (ICT) infrastructure connecting the state 
secretariat with all ministries and departments in the district 
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headquarters, district-level offices and talukas. A simple 
intranet-based application was developed to administer 
and manage Swagat cases. As it was an online programme, 
it helped those living in the remotest areas to air their 
grievances and get them resolved. With Modi taking a 
personal interest, and sometimes even listening to 
grievances that had not been resolved, the state machinery 
too took the cases seriously. 

Swagat helped government officials realize the nature 
of the state’s intrinsic problems at the local level and deal 
with practical issues of local administration. More than 
anything else, the systemized process activated the state 
machinery to resolve grievances quickly before they 
escalated and needed to be dealt with by higher levels of 
administration. Swagat won the second place in the United 
Nations Public Service Award for improving transparency, 
accountability and responsiveness in public service in 2010. 

Citizens often had to face back-breaking red tape to 
procure government documents. To address this problem, 
the Gujarat government launched the Jan Seva Kendra 
(JSK) project in 2004. It was an integrated approach to 
citizen-centric administration, allowing an individual to 
submit applications at a single window for 156 public 
services such as land records, licences, birth certificates, 
and so on. The broad idea was to use technology to reduce 
the interface between citizens and government officials 
and at the same time ensure quick delivery and create a 


central data record. 
It was found that 20 per cent of those who opted for 


the government’s Tatkal service under JSK to process an 
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application—pertaining to making alterations in ration 
cards, payment of land revenue, issuing of affidavits, and 
so on—got a response within 20-120 minutes. Those who 
opted for ‘One Day Services’ to process applications relating 
to issuing of certificates for caste, income, birth, death, 
solvency, residence and so on usually got a response within 
twelve hours. Information was sent through an SMS after 
the application was processed. 

Applications for land allotment, use of land for non- 
agricultural purposes, arms licences and hotel licences 
were processed separately as they required coordination 
with different departments. But, even in such cases, the 
applicants did not have to run around and JSK ensured 
that the applications were processed within ninety days. 
JSKs were set up in all collectorates and mamlatdar (officer 
in charge of a taluka) offices and were operated by private 
ICT firms under the public-private partnership model. 
Remote villages could get their sarpanches to call for JSK 
mobile camps so that villagers did not have to travel to 
get government paperwork done. In 2007, the department 
of information technology of the Government of India 
called it a model project in the country for district-level 
e-governance. 

Modi’s thrust on taking justice to the doorsteps of 
rural litigants strengthened and extended the services of 
taluka courts. He wanted the taluka courts to have regular 
camps in villages to hear litigants and advocates. He claimed 
that Gujarat’s efforts reduced cases in courts from 11,74,553 
in 2008 to 10,63,788 in 2012. 

The public distribution system improved with the use 
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of bar-coded and biometric technology and a food voucher 
system introduced in 2012. These weeded out the use of 
bogus ration cards at fair price shops. This initiative of the 
Modi government was rewarded by the United Nations 
World Food Programme and the Supreme Court asked the 
Centre to implement the Gujarat initiative all over India. 

Economist Bibek Debroy points out that Gujarat’s 
integrated financial management system working in tandem 
with the integrated workflow and document management 
system has gone a long way in automating government 
functions and processes.’ In addition to treasury 
management, they have enabled online budget preparation 
and simplified audit and planning functions. For example, 
administrative approvals are in place before the budget is 
presented, quarterly instalments are released in advance 
and fund flows happen in real time. These governance 
innovations alone produce better bang for buck. 

Modi also showed more openness to embracing 
technology than his peers. Most of the operations at the 
chief minister’s office were made paperless under an 
integrated workflow and document management system. 
This resulted in a reduction of processing time and improved 
transparency and enabled better monitoring of the progress 
of individual files across the administrative hierarchy. For 
adopting modern streamlined methods, the CMO received 
ISO 9001 certification. 


ERO 


Gujarat regularly drew flak for its sagging human 
development indicators but it was not as if the Modi 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


160 MODI DEMYSTIFIED 


administration left them unattended over his decade in 
power in the state. His government launched a number of 
schemes over the years to improve the state’s performance 
in areas ranging from health to literacy. His officers travelled 
to the hinterlands of Gujarat to implement the Kanya 
Kelavni programme started in June 2003. It aimed to 
persuade parents to enrol girls in schools, reduce their 
dropout rates, ensure that they completed elementary 
education, increase their participation in technical and 
higher education, and help them enhance their skills. The 
government claimed the Kanya Kelavni programme reduced 
the dropout rate in Classes 1 to 5 from 20.93 per cent in 
2000-01 to 2.09 per cent in 2010-11.° 

The Chiranjeevi Yojana launched in December 2005 
was a partnership between the government and the private 
sector aimed at reducing maternal and infant mortality. As 
emergency obstetric care was the most effective way to 
reduce the maternal mortality rate, the Gujarat government 
came up with this scheme to get the private sector to 
provide delivery care in rural areas. Over 8 lakh deliveries 
were conducted under this programme until 2014. The 
Chiranjeevi Yojana got the Prime Minister’s Award for 
Excellence in Public Administration in 2007-08. This idea 
bloomed into a national scheme called the Janani Suraksha 
Yojana, which was a boon to expecting mothers who could 
hope for better care. 

Heer Choksi, manager, communications and 
programme development, of the Futures Group which 
partnered with the government on this initiative, says, 
‘Gujarat has become the pioneer in some health 
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programmes like setting up electronic web-based health 
information monitoring systems which allow quick flow of 
information from the village to the health department in 
Gandhinagar. The Modi government also started a service 
under which an ambulance would reach the caller who 
dialled 108 within five minutes. It was also replicated by 
the Centre, which called it the Emergency Medical Response 
Initiative.’® 

Another commendable initiative was e-Mamta, a system 
of tracking pregnant women so that they could be provided 
timely antenatal care and care during delivery. e-Mamta 
also tracked children for immunization and nutrition, 
adolescents for reproductive and child health services and 
eligible couples for family planning. Conceptualized by the 
State Rural Health Mission of the health and family welfare 
department, funding support for the initiative was sought 
under the National Rural Health Mission. Through a family 
health survey done by health workers, individual records 
of around 92 lakh families comprising 45 million 
beneficiaries, covering almost 80 per cent of the population 
of Gujarat, were entered into an information system. The 
data was then validated by comparing it with voter lists, 
ration cards and BPL records. Migration details were also 
procured. 

Pregnant women and children up to the age of six were 
provided unique mother and child IDs. The e-Mamta 
initiative tracked 12.54 lakh pregnant women, 4.09 lakh 
infants and 3.62 lakh children to determine the services 
they needed.’ The system stored individual-based service 
information which could be easily viewed at the state and 
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district levels and analysed by medical, block and district 
officers. The Centre replicated this monitoring system and 
made it mandatory for all states. 

Modern use of technology ensured better control on 
estimates of infant and maternal mortality. It also provided 
improved supply chain management of vaccines and drugs, 
improvement in registration of births and better data 
analysis for drawing out pinpointed health action plans. It 
helped plug gaps in ensuring comprehensive maternal and 
child health services in rural and urban areas. The system 
also helped in cutting down the time taken for the 
compilation of reports. Earlier, it took about twenty-five 
days for a report to reach the state headquarters from the 
village level. Now, this could be done instantly. 

In a bid to make Gujarat disabled-friendly, in July 2012 
the state launched Ability Gujarat, a web-based application 
to track the differently abled and ensure they got access to 
services they were entitled to and they didn’t feel 
marginalized. They could directly register online or get 
their applications filled up by health workers and have 
them posted. The application assessed the degree of 
disability, issued a unique identity card and provided details 
of benefits they could avail of, thus helping them improve 
their quality of life. By 2013, over 1,25,000 had availed of 
the service. 

As business and industry grew, Gujarat faced a shortage 
of trained and skilled manpower. To meet that challenge, 
649 institutes imparted vocational training to nearly 1.17 
lakh trainees. All talukas in the state were covered. Around 
150 Kaushalya Vardhan Kendras, an idea conceived during 
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the 2009 Chintan Shibir, took vocational training to rural 
areas. They trained about 1,00,000 candidates every year, 
of which around 46,700 were women. Mission Mangalam, 
a programme launched in 2010, attempted to mobilize the 
poor into collectives like self-help groups to build their 
capacities, nurture skills and assist them with micro-credit 
and market linkages. 


FERS 


A few years ago, international professional services firm 
Ernst & Young recommended that Gujarat tie up with 
different countries to promote FDI, enhance technological 
integration in agriculture and other manufacturing sectors 
with developed countries, set up research and development 
bases, increase financing options, improve conditions for 
expatriates by enhancing their living environments, create 
support services and ensure regional integration to reach 
out to markets. Following up on this recommendation, 
Modi got Gujarat to partner with Israel to work in areas of 
human resources, agriculture, water, power and security. 
Israel changed its vast deserts into blooming grasslands 
with water conservation and greenhouse technology. 
Despite water shortage, its agriculture bloomed thanks to 
its scientific approach of using every drop of water in its 
semi-arid lands. Impressed with its strategy, Modi, after a 
visit to Israel, got Netafim Irrigation to set up two plants 
in the state in 2012 to introduce large-scale drip irrigation. 
About 7 lakh hectares of agricultural land came under drip 
irrigation in the state. To encourage farmers to use the 
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technique, the state offered 95 per cent assistance. Modi 
granted an additional Rs 400 crore to cover 2.50 lakh 
hectares under micro-irrigation in 2013.8 

Large-scale adoption of drip and sprinkler irrigation 
helped farmers reap bumper crops and save water. Farmers 
from the state visited Israel to understand how modern 
technological interventions, greenhouse technology and 
water management could boost productivity. More than 
93,000 farmers in the state adopted drip irrigation in 1.51 
lakh hectares. 

Besides cereals, Gujarat topped in fruit and vegetable 
production, with 78 lakh tonnes of fruits and 73 lakh 
tonnes of vegetables produced every year. Farmers now 
had three to four yields a year, up from the previous one to 
two yields, as they switched to contract farming and micro- 
irrigation. In its review of economic developments in South 
Asian countries in 2011, the World Bank commended 
Gujarat for its performance in agriculture due to 
technological development, a holistic approach to electricity, 
better water management with feeder lines and drip 
irrigation.’ In Kutch, one of the largest districts of India, 
this technique helped produce fruits like gooseberry, dates, 
figs, pomegranates and Kesar mangoes. 

Kutch, a region devastated by the 2001 earthquake, 
prospered a decade later. The government laid out zero- 
tax incentives in an attractive Kutch package for those who 
were ready to come in and invest. Big industrial houses 
such as Jaypee, Sanghi, Reliance, Adani and Essar grabbed 
the opportunity to set up units dealing with cement, 
petroleum, ports and jetties. Businessman Pradeep Jain 
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from Kishanganj in Bihar, who often visits his brother 
Rajesh, a customs clearance agent in Gandhidham in Kutch, 
says, ‘It is amazing how Kutch has been transformed. Only 
a chief minister like Modi could have pulled off something 
like this. Industry is flourishing and every major company 
wants to invest in Gujarat.’!° 

Another tie-up was with the Galilee International 
Management Institute of Israel in 2013 to introduce rural 
and agricultural forensics, figure out the right quality of 
inputs in agriculture and understand causes of animal 
deaths. Dr J.M. Vyas, director general of the Gujarat 
Forensic Sciences University in Gandhinagar, says that rural 
and agricultural forensics will help to figure out if fake 
pesticides or fertilizers are being used. It will also help 
identify cattle lost in a disaster by checking their genes." 

Modi started an animal hostel, the first of its kind in 
India, in Akodara village of Sabarkantha district in 2011. It 
was a central location where all the cattle in the village 
were housed, managed and scientifically reared on a 
cooperative basis. The Akodara Milk Cooperative Society 
claimed that its milk production increased by 20 per cent 
after the hostel was set up. It had thirty-six sheds, water 
storage of 10 lakh litres, in-house fodder production, 
electricity generation through two biogas plants, vermi- 
compost production of 1,000 tonnes a year and veterinary 
services. The women in the village were happy as the 
hostel eased their burden of looking after the animals. 
Many of them found employment in various positions at 
the hostel. Volunteers helped convert the dung into 
fertilizer. The hostel reportedly reduced the emission of 
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methane by 3.2 tonnes a year, as the methane released by a 
gobar gas plant was utilized to generate 225 units of 
electricity a day. The success of the pilot plant encouraged 
the setting up of animal hostels at Amreli, Kutch, Tapi, 
Dahod and Banaskantha. The government bore 90 per cent of 
the cost, with the remaining taken care of by the cooperative. 

The focus on animals took other forms as well. 
Inaugurating Asia’s biggest cattle feed factory, the Katarava 
Cattle Feed Plant, in April 2013, Modi claimed that the 
state government had organized more than 30,000 cattle 
health fairs down the years and eradicated about 121 
diseases. Cataract operations, orthopaedic care and dental 
treatment were provided by the government. ‘In a country 
where people do not get such treatment, Gujarat’s initiative 
is worth admiring,’ says Devender Sharma, food and 
agriculture policy analyst.’ 


ENO 

A 2012 report of the research wing of the US Congress 
portrayed Gujarat as ‘perhaps India’s best example of 
effective governance and impressive development where 
controversial chief minister Narendra Modi has streamlined 
economic processes, removing red tape and curtailing 
corruption in ways that have made the state a key driver of 
national economic growth’. It was on the back of good 
practices such as those discussed here that Modi was able 
to set aside—if not leave behind—the legacy of the riots 
and project himself as a national leader who was capable 
and qualified to make the journey from Gandhinagar 
upwards to New Delhi. 
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The Long March to 
New Delhi 


A India entered the second half of 2013, the general 
elections to be held the next year started to loom on 
the horizon. Fresh from a thumping victory in Gujarat for 
the third time straight, Modi had a solid momentum going 
in his favour, and though he had not yet been anointed the 
principal opposition party’s prime ministerial candidate, 
his ambitions were unknown to no one. Proudly he held 
up his Gujarat report card, which looked mighty impressive 
because the one he sought to compare it with looked so 
dismal, at least in public perception. The performance of 
the UPA in its second term may well be the subject of a 
book in itself, but some of the things it would be 
remembered for would undeniably be some of the biggest 
scams in the history of India. The list would include those 
pertaining to 2G spectrum allocation, coal blocks allocation, 
railway recruitment and the Commonwealth Games. These 
helped the BJP move effortlessly into the national 
consciousness as an ideal alternative. 
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Governance under the UPA was at a low ebb. Important 
policy decisions were pushed into deep freeze as both 
bureaucrats and ministers feared CBI investigations and 
opposition vilification campaigns. Illness kept Congress 
President Sonia Gandhi out of the public eye for a long 
time, while party vice-president Rahul Gandhi was largely 
seen as incoherent and unwilling to take charge. The 
common man felt that then Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh, too, was refusing to stand up and lead. His silence 
helped Modi supporters jocularly call him Maunmohan, 
‘maun’ in Hindi meaning silent. Moreover, in January 
2014, he did no service to the party’s electoral chances by 
announcing that he would not be the prime minister should 
the UPA come to power a third time and making a plea to 
be remembered as a better head of government than 
projected by the contemporary press. 

In his first term, Manmohan Singh had seemed in 
control as the economy grew at 8 per cent. Towards the 
end of his second term, the rupee was in freefall. The 
economy was sputtering at about 5 per cent; jobs were 
difficult to come by and prices were skyrocketing. Big bang 
reforms, for which the country was hungry because they 
were Singh’s original legacy, were nowhere to be seen. The 
overarching view among the people and the media was 
that India was on a downslide. 

Modi could not have hoped for a better time. He had so 
much ammunition with which to batter the government 
and electrify the angry electorate into giving him a chance 
he felt he richly deserved. His message was that he had 
won three successive elections in Gujarat, improved the 
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BJP’s finances, stuck to a development agenda and delivered. 
He promised to replicate his performance in Gujarat at the 
national level and projected himself as a leader with a mass 
appeal and a strong administrative record—a combination 
that could not be denied a shot at the topmost political 
position. Moreover, he was articulate with his message, 
while the Congress’s trinity was not. 

At the same time, the collapse of social activist Anna 
Hazare’s movement against corruption, which had at one 
point looked strong enough to bring about a revolution in 
the country, also helped Modi. People had invested a lot of 
hope in the new movement to cleanse India and had come 
out onto the streets in great numbers, especially in the 
national capital, demanding change and a new political 
culture. But when the movement petered out and Anna 
retreated to his native Ralegan Siddhi in western 
Maharashtra—resurfacing to congratulate Rahul Gandhi 
in December 2013 on getting the Lokpal bill passed in 
parliament—the populace was disillusioned. 

It was then that Modi adroitly moved in to captivate 
the masses and ignite their anger. People thronged to hear 
him as they liked his aggressive style of sarcastically 
attacking the establishment. Prakash Javadekar, Rajya Sabha 
MP from Maharashtra and BJP spokesperson who has 
known Modi for more than thirty-five years, says he 
captured the imagination of the nation, emerging as an 
epitome of development and governance. But while he had 
his fair share of supporters like Javadekar in the BJP, he 
also had to contend with those staunchly opposed to him, 
the most crucial among them being the party’s seniormost 
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active leader, its founder, and the deputy prime minister 
under the only previous NDA regime—Lal Krishna Advani. 


Modi had once been close to Advani, organizing the 
Somnath leg of his Rath Yatra in 1990 and convincing him 
to contest Lok Sabha elections from Gandhinagar. Advani 
too had helped Modi when the party packed him off to 
Himachal Pradesh in 1998 following a rift between him 
and Keshubhai Patel, then chief minister of Gujarat. But 
the relationship soured over the years as both leaders 
harboured prime ministerial ambitions. 

When Advani got embroiled in a controversy and got 
flak from the RSS for calling Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the 
founder of Pakistan, secular on a visit to the neighbouring 
country in 2005, Modi sided with the party’s parent body 
and Advani baiters. Then the first visible cracks between 
the two appeared in 2009 before that year’s Lok Sabha 
elections—over the same seat that had once brought them 
closer. Though Gandhinagar was Advani’s prized 
constituency, he found several members of the audience 
leaving as he got up to address election rallies there, even 
though they had earlier listened to Modi in rapt attention. 

In 2011, Advani wanted to start his anti-corruption 
yatra from Porbandar, the birthplace of Mahatma Gandhi, 
on his birth anniversary, 2 October, to once again gain 
national attention. But as Modi had become his latest 
irritant, he moved to Sitabdiara in Bihar where Jayaprakash 
Narayan, a political leader and social reformer famous for 
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his call for revolution against then Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi in the 1970s, was born. Meanwhile, Modi undertook 
a series of fasts at various places in the state ‘for peace’. He 
wanted Muslims to come and greet him to show that he 
was now being accepted by all and was ready for the 
national stage. 

Finally in June 2013, a few days before Modi was 
crowned as the BJP’s campaign committee chief for the 
Lok Sabha elections at the party’s national executive meet 
in Goa, senior leaders like Murli Manohar Joshi, Sushma 
Swaraj and Arun Jaitley feared that the Advani-Modi rift 
would be out in the open. Joshi was reported to have 
sounded out RSS leaders and asked them to intervene. 
But, sidelined and annoyed, Advani stayed away from the 
conclave. Other senior leaders like Jaswant Singh, Uma 
Bharti, Yashwant Sinha and Shatrughan Sinha also did not 
attend the meeting. Some of them reported sick, leading 
Congress leaders to sarcastically comment on prime-time 
television that they were worried about the health of the 
saffron party. Advani’s former aide Sudheendra Kulkarni 
said that Modi was a socially divisive leader who could not 
unite his own party. 

The ugliness within the party was out in the open 
when Modi supporters protested outside Advani’s house, 
shouting slogans against him for not making way for Modi. 
Nothing could have been more humiliating for the former 
deputy prime minister, who had thought he was the tallest 
leader in the BJP after Vajpayee. 

Even a week before the conclave, Advani had a strong 
premonition that he would be sidelined and Modi would 
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be elevated in the party ranks. To make his displeasure 
clear, he praised Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister Shivraj 
Singh Chouhan, saying he had fared much better than 
Modi on governance and development, explaining that 
running and managing a state like Madhya Pradesh was 
tougher and more challenging than a rich and developed 
state like Gujarat. He also warned that some allies would 
not be comfortable with Modi and might break away—a 
prediction that did come true, with Bihar Chief Minister 
Nitish Kumar ending his party’s seventeen-year-old alliance 
with the BJP in his state two weeks later. Even if it was 
inevitable that Modi would be named, Advani wanted 
Nitin Gadkari to be made the head for assembly polls due 
in various states so that all the control buttons would not 
be in the hands of the Gujarat strongman. But it was not to 
be. 

Finally, on 9 June, party president Rajnath Singh bit 
the bullet and anointed Modi as the chairman of the BJP’s 
election campaign committee. He was keen on Modi as he 
was the party’s best bet, being its most aggressive face, 
who was battle-ready and would be able to attract new 
supporters to the party. Soon, the rank and file of the party 
fell in line, except for Advani, who resigned from all party 
posts. After leaders pleaded with him to withdraw his 
resignation, he obliged just a few days later. The message 
was that there was no rift in the party, and the patriarch 
had been placated. 

But in spite of senior leaders falling in line to project a 
united front in an election they largely saw as their best 
bet to return to government, too many stalwarts in the 
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BJP’s citadel of power were uncomfortable with Modi and 
his reputation as an autocrat. Advani himself was over 
eighty-six years old but not keen on stepping down or 
being reduced to the role of a mentor. Then there was 
former Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha Sushma 
Swaraj, who was supported by Advani to take over as party 
president after Gadkari stepped down in January 2013; 
Arun Jaitley, former Union minister, who was upset with 
Advani for having thrown his weight behind Swaraj; and 
Murli Manohar Joshi, who had to contest the 2014 elections 
from Kanpur instead of the Varanasi seat he held in order 
to make way for Modi. 

However, the BJP found it safer to showcase Modi, 
underlining his mix of development, action and people’s 
aspirations, than project Advani after it had faced defeat 
under him in 2009. Finally, in September 2013, the RSS 
and the. BJP decided that it was time to crown Modi as its 
PM hopeful. There were those who felt they had lost a 
golden chance to move into the top slot, but all of them 
were seen congratulating Modi as there was no choice but 
to give in. 

It left no ambiguity in one’s mind that the Advani era 
in the BJP had come to a definite end. He should have seen 
it coming, his closeness to the party’s parent organization, 
the RSS, having ended with the Jinnah episode of 2005. 
Then, in the run-up to the 2014 polls, RSS leaders had 
constantly reminded the BJP that the party had lost both 
the 2004 and 2009 general elections and it could not risk 
another defeat. Modi was the obvious choice as he was 
their idea of an aggressive Hindutva crusader. RSS chief 
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Mohan Bhagwat, who was the architect of his elevation, 
was also instrumental in getting Advani to withdraw his 
resignation in June 2013 and in getting senior leaders to 
rally around Modi. Clearly, the Nagpur headquarters of the 
RSS was calling the shots. But Modi’s equation with the 
Hindu outfit too was not an easy one, and furthering his 
ambitions entailed mending many fences. 


Modi may have risen through the RSS ranks in his early 
days but he broke free of it after strengthening his position 
in Gujarat. He alienated and silenced RSS leaders like 
Sanjay Joshi, who was once very powerful in Gujarat. He 
was the national general secretary (organization) of the 
BJP during 2001-05 but was forced to resign after a 
controversial CD surfaced, showing Joshi in a compromising 
position with naked women. Though the CD was found to 
be doctored and his face morphed, the damage was done. 
Joshi was appointed as the in-charge of Uttar Pradesh 
before the assembly elections of 2012 by then party 
president Nitin Gadkari, but Modi got him removed. 
Same is the story of Hindu extremist firebrands like 
Pravin Togadia of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad. In an article 
in the Times of India on 9 February 2013, journalist Ajay 
Umat noted that the two once used to be synonymous 
with the rise of Hindutva in Gujarat. ‘Many recall how the 
duo used to travel on a motorcycle or scooter to towns and 
cities, especially after Diwali, visiting families of RSS cadres 
for a week at a stretch. Togadia always rode the bike with 
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Modi as pillion. The Sangh clearly saw potential in both,’ 
he wrote.’ 

Togadia was one of the few leaders who were kept in 
the loop by Advani about the decision to make Modi the 
CM in October 2001. He agreed to the change and got his 
right-hand man Gordhan Zadaphia inducted as minister of 
state for home. Togadia had a substantial say in postings of 
saffronized police officers, many of whom played a dubious 
role in the post-Godhra riots during February-March 2002. 
‘But things changed when Modi became CM for the second 
time,’ wrote Umat. ‘He dropped Zadaphia from the council 
of ministers in a clear signal to Togadia that his interference 
in governance would no longer be tolerated. Consultations 
with Togadia and other Sangh Parivar outfits stopped. The 
relationship came under further strain when, under pressure 
from the Supreme Court, the Modi government was forced 
to reopen the riot cases and start arresting the VHP and 
Bajrang Dal workers who had led the mobs.’ 

In 2013, Togadia was reported to have taunted Modi 
into visiting Ayodhya for the seventy-fifth birthday 
celebrations of Mahant Nritya Gopaldas, chairman of the 
Shri Ram Janmabhoomi Nyas, from 19 to 22 June, saying 
that the journey to Delhi had to be made via Ayodhya. 
Modi declined, saying he had prior engagements. Aiming 
at a national role, he did not want to be seen pandering to 
the Hindutva agenda as Togadia would have wanted him 
to promise that he would build a Ram temple in Ayodhya 
if he became prime minister. 

Rajni Bakshi, Gandhi Peace Fellow at Gateway House, 
Indian Council on Global Relations, says business leaders 
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would be disturbed by the revival of the Ram mandir issue 
as it could negatively impact the economy.’ The business 
community backs Modi as he is industry-friendly and 
an advocate of rapid growth. But the RSS was back to 
identity politics and not thinking of how to resuscitate the 
Indian economy and create jobs and a positive climate for 
growth. 

Modi knew that young voters no more cared for the 
mandir issue. They wanted good governance, jobs, better 
opportunities and a good quality of life. They wanted 
change. They were fed up of scams, large-scale corruption, 
policy paralysis, rising prices and puerile political conflicts. 
They aspired for a new India, growing to challenge the 
world. Modi did talk about all this, especially when he 
addressed college students at New Delhi’s Shri Ram College 
of Commerce or Fergusson College in Pune. But VHP and 
RSS leaders still clutched at the promise of a Ram temple. 
In July 2013, Prakash Sharma, national spokesperson of 
the VHP, announced that a massive campaign would be 
launched if the government failed to enact a law for the 
construction of a Ram mandir in Ayodhya. But Modi refused 
to play ball. 

K.N. Govindacharya was once seen as the BJP’s chief 
ideologue. He was the architect of Advani’s famous Rath 
Yatra and the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign. He, however, 
fell out with the BJP and the RSS over ideological differences 
and dared to call a tall leader like Vajpayee a mukhauta 
(mask). He does not see any consensus emerging between 
the BJP and the RSS on anything.’ He points out that the 
RSS runs Madhya Pradesh, getting Shivraj Singh Chouhan 
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to do its bidding. However, Modi ran Gujarat the way he 
wanted and did not allow RSS interference. 

The RSS knew that if Modi were at the helm of affairs, 
it would no more be able to call the shots as he would stick 
to his autocratic style of functioning. But it had no choice 
but to back him as the face of the BJP in June 2013, 
calculating that he would pull in more votes than any other 
leader. Another attraction was to have a pracharak from 
the grass roots head the country’s government. 

Another reason was that the BJP leadership was in 
disarray and the party needed a powerful hand to stabilize 
it. The Karnataka BJP, for instance, was strong enough to 
have won elections in the state for a second successive 
term in 2013, but infighting destroyed it. Its chief minister, 
B.S. Yeddyurappa, held hands with business tycoons with 
shady backgrounds and got embroiled in numerous 
corruption scandals one after the other. Governance was 
given a miss. The RSS saw that there was a vacuum in the 
central leadership. 

Advani was the old warhorse, but his grip on the party 
was slipping. He could not control leaders like Yeddyurappa, 
who split the party in Karnataka. Nitin Gadkari, the BJP’s 
national president at the time, had become an 
embarrassment, making headlines with his alleged 
involvement in financial irregularities. Rajnath Singh, who 
replaced him, was also not able to energize the party that 
had been out of power for a decade. Jaitley did not have 
grass-roots appeal, and Swaraj, though a powerful speaker, 
did not have the kind of national reach that Modi did. 
Nagpur stepped in to take charge and found Modi to be a 
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risk worth taking. It was the RSS headquarters that decided 
Modi should take charge of election strategizing, Bhagwat 
meeting with party leaders and spelling out an action plan. 

Meanwhile, Modi too realized that he could not shut 
the RSS out, given its level of involvement in the national 
affairs of the party. He knew he needed to keep both the 
VHP and the RSS in good humour. This was evident in the 
turnabout in his government’s stand regarding Maya 
Kodnani. It was initially okay with the Supreme Court- 
appointed Special Investigation Team’s recommendation 
of the death penalty for Maya Kodnani and Babu Bajrangi, 
convicted for their roles in the 2002 Naroda Patiya riots. 
But in May 2013, the Gujarat government suddenly deferred 
its decision to seek the death penalty for Kodnani, who 
had strong links with the RSS and the VHP. 

Why did this somersault happen? Initially, Modi wanted 
to reposition himself in the run to New Delhi by not 
having any truck with Hindu hardliners. But with the 
party’s loss in the Karnataka elections, the Hindutva brigade 
got an opportunity to attack Modi, saying that he had 
jettisoned the parivar’s core ideology. Ironically, this was 
one conundrum that had dogged the BJP for years. It could 
not stand on its own without allies that did not want it to 
take a hard-line Hindutva stand as it would have hurt their 
respective vote bases. And it feared walking the middle 
path as it would raise the ire of saffronites. But with 
the RSS and Modi on the same page—even if a little 
uncomfortably—and the latter fresh from an electoral victory 
in his state, the national stage was his for the taking. 


FEN 
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The Gujarat assembly elections of 2012 could not have 
been timed better for Modi, taking place as they did in 
December that year, with just over a year to go before the 
Lok Sabha elections. When the campaign started, he spoke 
of how he had given his life for Gujarat and now wanted to 
serve the country. No one had any misconceptions about 
his soaring ambitions. After his third successive win in the 
state, bagging 115 out of 182 seats, it was more than clear 
that he was looking beyond Gujarat. 

Exactly nine months later, he was crowned the BJP’s 
prime ministerial candidate as the country watched the 
high drama in the party to anoint him. On the streets of 
India, thousands celebrated, hoping that he would resurrect 
the dying India growth story. Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, 
which had witnessed relative communal amity in the few 
preceding years, exploded with disturbances. They were 
serious in UP, a state that the BJP was keen on winning as 
it would make it easier to shore up the numbers needed in 
parliament. 

Modi knew his march to 7 Race Course Road in New 
Delhi, the prime minister’s official residence, was going to 
be a bumpy one. This was why he strategized well, wooed 
different sections by making wild promises, got disparate 
elements in the party to agree to his rise, got many religious 
leaders to back him, secured the attention of women and 
youth by voicing their concerns and fears, portrayed himself 
as an able administrator, ensured industry captains voiced 


support for him and even kowtowed to the RSS, VHP and 


fringe right-wing elements. 
If his statements and speeches were cleverly crafted, it 
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was with a purpose. He attacked the ruling UPA government 
to the great delight of his audiences which were pining for 
change. He harped on about what good governance could 
bring—again making audiences feel that finally there was a 
leader who was talking of what all leaders should be doing. 
Many were swayed by his rhetoric, given the bleak political 
situation in the country. As there were no icons on the 
horizon, he became one by default. 
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Competition, or the 
Lack Thereof 


MÄ owed his phenomenal rise as much to his rivals 
as to his own ambition, his drive and his aides. If he 
made such an impact on India’s political firmament, it was 
at least in part because other chief ministers either failed 
as administrators or were not able to market themselves as 
well, helping Modi stand out in a league of ordinary 
gentlemen and a few ladies. They lacked his organizational 
skills, his oratory, his choreographed projection and his 
aggressive style that made him look tough and decisive. It 
could be argued that Modi was just doing what every 
administration was expected to do in terms of creating 
infrastructure, wooing industry, getting bureaucrats to 
deliver, trying new ideas and running a tight ship. But as 
others fell behind in these areas for a variety of reasons, he 
managed to stand tall. l 
‘Narendra Modi has become a political idol standing 
out amongst his counterparts in other states. He enjoys a 
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clear lack of competition, not just inside his own party but 
in others as well,’ feels Col. Sunil Brijkrishan, a corporate 
trainer based in Pune.! At the same time, it is important to 
understand that Modi might fare better than most chief 
ministers but his challenges in well-developed Gujarat 
were far less daunting than those in several others. 


FERS 


In Delhi, like Modi, former Chief Minister Sheila Dikshit 
of the Congress enjoyed three consecutive terms. In a span 
of fifteen years, she changed the face of Delhi by making 
CNG compulsory for public transport vehicles like buses 
and autorickshaws to cut down pollution, erecting 
numerous flyovers, setting up a smoothly functioning Metro 
system, and generally working with a quiet efficiency. But 
she was handicapped by the fact that the police, the urban 
development department and the Delhi Development 
Authority were not under the chief minister but the Centre. 
Her image was sullied by deteriorating law and order in 
the national capital—particularly the 16 December 2012 
bus gang-rape case—and corruption scandals that rocked 
the Commonwealth Games. Rising power and water tariffs 
added to people’s anger. In a way, she also took a hit 
because of Delhiites’ general dissatisfaction with the 
Congress government at the Centre. 

Former Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Mulayam Singh 
Yadav, the president of the state’s ruling outfit, the 
Samajwadi Party, had numerous opportunities to change 
the future of one of the most underdeveloped states of 
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India. But he showed no vision for development and instead 
concentrated on cultivating both caste and communal vote 
banks. Law and order was never a priority for the Samajwadi 
government, with protection given to errant party workers 
and important positions in the party as well as the 
government to those with criminal records. 

If he had strived to build airports in important towns 
like Aligarh or Agra, they would have greatly benefited 
trade and tourism in the state. But he instead chose isolated 
Saifai, his constituency in western UP’s Etawah district, 
which is about 250 km from state capital Lucknow and 125 
km from Agra, every foreign tourist’s favourite destination. 
The airport was built at a cost of more than Rs 500 crore, 
but it is one of the most lifeless airports in India, used 
sparingly by Mulayam and his clan for state-operated flights. 

When he first announced plans for the expansion of 
the existing airstrip in 2005, the Wildlife Trust of India 
filed a complaint with the Central Empowered Committee 
appointed by the Supreme Court, saying that the airport 
would affect Sarus cranes. The surrounding wetlands were 
home to 3,000 Sarus cranes, nearly one-third of the world’s 
population of the bird. A report by TV news channel CNN- 
IBN’s environmental editor Bahar Dutt showed that the 
wetlands were filled up with mud to deter the cranes, 
which are attracted to shallow water when they migrate. 
She also documented on camera villagers who were asked 
to shoo away any cranes they may spot. The result: when 
inspection teams arrived, they did not spot any cranes and 
the airport was given the go-ahead.” 

Wanting to take on a bigger role in national politics, 
Mulayam appointed his son Akhilesh, aged forty, as chief 
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minister after their party won the state elections of 2012. 
Voters celebrated as a young leader took charge, desperately 
hoping that he would herald winds of change in beleaguered 
Uttar Pradesh ridden with poverty, underdevelopment, 
illiteracy and poor health. But he failed to control party 
goons or bring in a fresh style of governance. In many 
ways, UP became a textbook case of the damage that 
leaders without a vision could wreak. To make matters 
worse, there were as many as twenty-seven communal 
riots in the state within a short time after he took over, 
topped by those in western UP’s Muzaffarnagar that killed 
forty-nine and rendered more than 40,000 homeless. Law 
and order in the state completely collapsed, and crimes 
against women became more frequent. 

‘Akhilesh raised our hopes,’ says Rakesh Kumar Jain, 
jaggery and sugar trader in Muzaffarnagar. ‘But he ended 
up just letting his father and others call the shots like they 
did before. He had the distinction of being India’s youngest 
CM. He turned out to be the most colourless too.’ 

Mayawati, the previous UP chief minister, reined in 
law and order, ensured that the lower castes were not 
harassed and set about building much needed hospitals 
and educational institutions. Criticized for her Bahujan 
Samaj Party’s caste-based politics, she inducted some high- 
caste leaders into her cabinet and drew more votes on the 
plank of social engineering. But she also spent thousands 
of crores of rupees on building parks with her statues in 
them. Urgent priorities suffered as the state was already 
reeling under debt. She did not trust her colleagues and 
encouraged sycophancy. She was seen as corrupt and 
autocratic. It cancelled out all the good she did. 
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Naveen Patnaik, the Biju Janata Dal’s chief minister of 
Odisha, was also a three-term CM, in office since 2000. 
His first term brought in a breath of fresh air after decades 
of intermittent President’s Rule and unsteady Congress 
governments. He seemed like a doer, did not have any 
previous baggage and knew he was in the seat of power 
only because his father Biju Patnaik had also served as the 
state’s chief minister. He had no experience of governance 
but learnt fast. Like Modi, he attracted industry to Odisha 
but disregarded the environmental consequences. He could 
not speak Odiya well, having studied at the elite Doon 
School in Dehradun and later lived in the US, but people 
preferred him to the Congress. He was projected as a 
possible leader of the Third Front, a loose grouping of 
anti-Congress and anti-BJP parties, but his government 
was embroiled in numerous controversies related to mining 
in the minerals-rich state. 

In August 2013, Modi tried wooing Tamil Nadu Chief 
Minister J. Jayalalithaa by comparing her state with Gujarat, 
while she had just two months previously termed him ‘a 
very good friend of mine’. But she later turned critical of 
him, apparently pursuing her own national ambitions. The 
two leaders had a lot in common, and it remained to be 
seen whether this brings them closer or drives them apart. 
Like Modi, Jayalalithaa too was autocratic and did not care 
for the media or inner party democracy in her tightly 
controlled All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam— 
in which there was no second rung of leadership. She too 
ran a tight ship. She loved sycophants, and there were 
many who even tattooed her name on their arms or regularly 
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dropped at her feet. But she had a string of corruption 
charges and cases against her. She doled out largesse such 
as mixers and grinders before every election to her electorate 
at the expense of the taxpayer. Modi did nothing of the 
kind as voters gladly backed him. 

Kerala Chief Minister Oommen Chandy of the Congress 
was an administrator who meant business. He blazed a 
new trail when his website started streaming live coverage 
of the chief minister’s office and waiting chamber in July 
2011 soon after he came to power in the state. He said 
transparency in governance was important. His mass contact 
programmes helped many who had their grievances resolved 
on the spot. He was a hard worker and managed to keep 
his government going with a wafer-thin majority. All was 
going well until the opposition accused him of being 
involved in a scam. The 2013 solar panel scam involved a 
fraudulent solar energy company, Team Solar, in Kerala, 
which used two women to create political contacts with 
links even to the chief minister’s office, duped several 
influential people to the tune of Rs 7 crore by offering to 
install solar power units for them or by offering to make 
them business partners and receiving advance payments 
for the same. Allegations against Chandy were raised due 
to phone calls made by his personal staff to one of the 
main accused, Saritha Nair. The allegations pushed him to 
the wall. 

West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, a 
determined street fighter, created history when she 
dislodged the Communist Party of India (Marxist)—led 
Left Front government in the state in 2011 after it had 
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been in power for a record thirty-four years. Voters looking 
for change handed her Trinamool Congress a majority. 
The Marxists, who had ruled virtually unchallenged for 
decades but with surprisingly little to show for all those 
years in power, were reduced to just sixty-two seats in an 
assembly of 294, down from 230 in the previous election. 
Banerjee on the other hand endeared herself to the masses, 
talked their language, mirrored their concerns, lived like a 
commoner, refused to have a security cover and wore 
simple white cotton sarees and Hawai Chappals. 

But, just like Modi, Jayalalithaa and Mayawati, she also 
did not believe in nurturing second-line leaders. She saw 
herself as the only leader, took her role seriously and lived 
up to it. Autocratic to the core, she hated criticism. Critics 
ran the risk of being labelled Marxists or Maoists, including 
an unsuspecting college-going girl who asked her an 
uncomfortable question on a CNN-IBN show in May 2012. 
Banerjee unceremoniously walked out and said the 
communists had sent their cadre to the show. The police 
were later sent to the girl’s house to investigate. 

Banerjee often hogged the headlines for her autocratic 
and temperamental ways, going to the extent of claiming a 
number of rape cases in the state to be Marxist conspiracies 
to malign her. She did not trust anybody. She was a street 
fighter and wanted to remain one even as chief minister. In 
November 2011, she stormed into a police station in 
Kolkata to rescue two of her arrested party workers. While 
her aggressiveness kept the Left at bay and attracted voters, 
it did little to lure investors. After she drove Ratan Tata’s 
Nano plant out of Singur, they avoided West Bengal and 
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Banerjee did nothing to woo them. Where is the ‘poriborton 
(change)’ that she promised is something everyone in the 
state wanted to ask but was afraid of what reaction it may 
evoke from a mercurial chief minister. 

Like Modi and Dikshit, Assam’s Tarun Gogoi was also 
a chief minister who won three back-to-back elections. 
But, unlike Modi, he took pride in his state’s 
underdeveloped status. When Assam was ranked among 
India’s ten least developed states by the Raghuram Rajan 
committee set up to evolve a composite development index, 
his absurd reaction was: ‘We will be in trouble if we don’t 
remain undeveloped. The state will not get funds from the 
Centre. I got so much money for the state only because of 
our non-developed status.’ 

Maharashtra Chief Minister Prithviraj Chavan of the 
Congress took over the reins of the state in difficult times 
in the wake of the Adarsh housing society scam, which had 
prompted party president Sonia Gandhi to show the door 
to incumbent CM Ashok Chavan—who had himself 
replaced Vilasrao Deshmukh after the 26 November 2008 
Mumbai terror attacks. Despite the Congress—Nationalist 
Congress Party alliance being in power in the state since 
1999, Maharashtra had a string of weak, short-term CMs. 
When Gandhi appointed Prithviraj as the chief minister in 
2010, it looked like a Central leader being airdropped into 
a complex state. But he emerged as one Congress leader 
with a clean image, managed to consolidate himself in 
state politics and ensured that Maharashtra continues on 
its growth path. His predecessors—Sushil Kumar Shinde, 
Ashok Chavan and the late Vilasrao Deshmukh—were all 
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seen to favour builders, so he was extra careful clearing 
projects. The social development indicators in his state 
were ahead of Modi’s Gujarat, which was more prosperous. 
But Maharashtrians seemed to like Modi’s aggressiveness 
on the Hindutva front. 

In Bihar, Nitish Kumar’s Janata Dal (United), in alliance 
with the BJP, ushered in good governance, which 
immediately showed as it was compared with the colourless 
regimes of the Rashtriya Janata Dal’s Lalu Prasad Yadav 
and his wife Rabri Devi. In power since 2005, Nitish 
improved the law and order situation, introduced e- 
governance and set up systems that allowed Bihar to dream 
of becoming a developing state. He encouraged the 
bureaucracy and twisted rules if that helped to get things 
done. He changed the work culture in government offices 
and used delivery and accountability to bring about a 
transformation. For the first time, Bihar started showing a 
positive growth rate and moving rapidly ahead of other 
states. 

As governance improved life in general, Bihar witnessed 
reverse migration, with many Biharis, some of them from 
abroad, moving back to their roots, hoping to be residents 
of a state that wasn’t synonymous with backwardness any 
more. Capital Patna began reverberating with a night life 
for the first time. People felt safer travelling on state 
highways at night. Then in June 2013, just as it became 
clear that Modi was going to be projected as the BJP’s 
prime ministerial candidate, Nitish ended his seventeen- 
year-old alliance with the party. Observers said Nitish was 
one of the few leaders who could hold a candle to Modi on 
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the economic growth front. His challenge in transforming 
Bihar was also tougher than Modi’s in an already thriving 
Gujarat. But the political aspirations of the two leaders 
kept them from working in tandem. 

Modi did face some serious competition from within 
his party itself. Shivraj Singh Chouhan, Madhya Pradesh 
chief minister since 2005, steered clear of controversy, was 
accepted by all communities, preferred a low profile, worked 
quietly and did not keep harping on about his unique 
leadership style. Even Manmohan Singh acknowledged the 
state’s performance in shedding the derogatory BIMARU 
tag. He was also more acceptable to the RSS than Modi, 

.who once rode roughshod over his parent organization. 

In a decade, MP emerged as one of the fastest-growing 
states of India. Its annual expenditure went up by more 
than four times since the pre-Shivraj days to nearly Rs 
92,000 crore. Income tax collections rose by 500 per cent 
to touch nearly Rs 33,000 crore. The state had a revenue 
deficit of nearly Rs 4,500 crore in 2003-04. In 2013, it had 
a surplus of Rs 5,125 crore. 

In 2013, he launched the Atal Jyoti Abhiyan, a scheme 
to provide twenty-four hours of power supply for domestic 
use in rural areas and a minimum of eight hours for 
agriculture connection holders. Thanks to the scheme, the 
power generation capacity in the state increased to 10,655 
MW from 4,773 MW in 2003-04, and MP aimed to have 
surplus power by 2018. The state not only provided cheaper 
power than Gujarat but it also had better power 
procurements than its neighbour, which paid high subsidies 
to operators. 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


Competition, or the Lack Thereof 193 


The steady growth rate and improvements in agriculture 
made Shivraj Singh Chouhan more confident. Since 2003, 
95,000 km of roads was constructed or upgraded in the 
state. Between 2004 and 2013, 1,66,770 industrial units 
were set up. The cumulative industrial growth rate of 
Madhya Pradesh was almost 9 per cent. New industrial 
areas were set up in the areas of textiles, automobiles, 
power and IT. The industry looked more favourably at MP 
as its power situation and infrastructure improved. In June 
2013, Advani, who was closer to Chouhan than Modi, said 
that the economic turnaround that the MP chief minister 
had achieved was more creditable than Gujarat’s 
performance. But he did not cultivate a pan-India appeal 
like Modi. 

Another BJP chief minister who did well was Raman 
Singh of Chhattisgarh, ruling the state since 2003. He had 
a clean image and showed that elections could not be won 
simply by building roads but also trust. Tribals fondly 
called him ‘Chaur Wale Baba (The Rice Man)’ as his public 
distribution system was one of the best in the country and 
was seen as a model. His administration plugged leakages 
during transportation and stopped siphoning of rice to 
private rice mills. Godowns were built in panchayats to 
deal with local storage, and systems were put in place for 
villagers to monitor if the grain being sent for them was 
being diverted or stolen on the way. 

In December 2012, the state launched its own food 
security act, six months before the national one. It had 
provisions for 35 kg of rice per Antyodaya (poorest of the 
poor) family per month at the rate of Re 1 per kg. For BPL 
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families, it offered 35 kg of rice per month at Rs 2 per kg. It 
also had provisions for free salt and subsidized gram and 
pulses for the marginalized under various categories. The 
scheme covered nearly 42 lakh families. Observers said 
that he could be a major player in national politics in the 
years to come. 

But politically speaking, among sitting or former chief 
ministers, Modi’s biggest challenge came from Arvind 
Kejriwal—the leader of the two-year-old Aam Aadmi Party 
and the man who ruled Delhi for forty-nine days from 
December 2013 to February 2014. The Congress’s attacks 
on Modi were largely restricted to his record during the 
post-Godhra riots and his lofty development claims, but 
Kejriwal showed greater spunk by taking on the BJP leader 
for his links with industrialists like Gautam Adani and 
Mukesh Ambani and alleged that a Modi government at 
the Centre would hike gas prices to benefit the latter. He 
claimed that Reliance Industries, which discovered India’s 
biggest gas reserves in the Krishna—Godavari basin off the 
coast of Andhra Pradesh in 2002, had created an artificial 
shortage to ‘blackmail’ the government to set higher prices, 
and, as Delhi CM, he ordered a first information report 
against Mukesh Ambani, former petroleum minister M. 
Veerappa Moily and former minister Murli Deora for 
colluding to hike the prices of natural gas. 

On the development front, he toured Gujarat in March 
2014 to verify Modi’s sundry claims and sought an 
appointment—which he was predictably denied—with him 
to discuss his findings. On his part, Modi too targeted 
Kejriwal in his speeches, derogatorily terming him ‘AK49’ 
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(for the number of days he was in power) and an agent of 
Pakistan. The clash between the two leaders was also more 
direct than the one between Modi and the Gandhis, with 
Kejriwal choosing to contest from Varanasi, the same 
constituency as Modi. But as it turned out, neither Kejriwal 
nor even Rahul Gandhi could withstand the force of the 
Modi juggernaut, which pressed ahead at full throttle, 
demolishing everyone in its way. 
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The Making of a 
Prime Minister 


M set to work systematically and according to a 
grand plan. If in the first half of 2013 he showcased 
his growing popularity to nudge the party leadership into 
believing that he was the only one with a fighting chance 
of winning the election for the party, in the second half of 
that year he held a total of fifty-five rallies in the states 
going to polls, with the result that the BJP retained Madhya 
Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, returned to power in Rajasthan 
and emerged as the largest party in Delhi. And in the final 
phase came a technological blitzkrieg that left no voter 
untouched. 

The BJP war room at 1, Lodhi Estate, in New Delhi’s 
posh Lutyens’ Zone whirred to life on 11 January 2014. In 
the days that followed, scores of highly experienced PR 
professionals, aided by politicians like Arun Jaitley and 
Amit Shah, sculpted the publicity strategy to be unleashed 
on the nation.’ The campaign got the best in the world of 
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advertising to work for it—Prasoon Joshi, president, South 
Asia, at McCann; Piyush Pandey, creative director at Ogilvy 
and Mather; Sam Balsara of Madison Media and Spicejet 
founder Ajay Singh. All activity was overseen by party 
stalwarts like Jaitley, Sushma Swaraj, BJP national 
spokesperson Sudhanshu Trivedi, national treasurer Piyush 
Goyal and general secretary (organization) Ram Lal, who 
was the representative of the RSS in the BJP, just like Modi 
many years ago. 

The party’s internal research showed that while its 
popularity rating was around 34-35 per cent, Modi’s was 
around 56-57 per cent. So the publicity and advertising 
committee of the BJP zeroed in on a strategy to milk it by 
making Modi central to the campaign. When Ajay Singh 
came up with the catchphrase ‘Abki Baar, Modi Sarkar’, 
Amit Shah fell for it, saying it would resonate with the 
masses as it was easy to say and had a certain rhythm to it. 
It worked like magic, with the country chanting the mantra. 

Over endless cups of tea, Modi marketers brainstormed 
the campaigns for print, television, radio and outdoor 
hoardings. Their approach was three-pronged. The first 
was flagging issues like corruption, paralysis of governance 
and price rise, which were to be tagged with an emotive 
line, ‘Janata maaf nahi karegi’. For instance, there was 
‘Mehengai badhane walo, janta maaf nahi karegi (Those 
responsible for inflation, the people will not forgive you)’. 
The second was highlighting anti-incumbency factors in 
an attempt to highlight the state of complete lockdown of 
governance under the Congress. The third was building 
hope around Modi, with the slogan ‘Achche din aane wale 


hain (Good days are coming)’. 
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After a month of strategizing, testing and rewriting 
different messages, they knew they were on the right 
track. They confidently presented the different campaign 
ideas to a senior BJP leader, who simply shot all of them 
down, saying they did not work. As the dejected strategists 
got back to the drawing board, Amit Shah intervened and 
took complete charge. He reorganized the war room and 
got in new PR strategists like Manoj Ladva and Seema 
Gupta, who had previous experience of handling political 
campaigns in Gujarat. He is reported to have angrily 
remarked that there were people within the BJP trying to 
sabotage the campaign: ‘Here we have one leader aiming 
to get 272 seats and others who are targeting just 120.’ 

The marketing team was rejuvenated. Prasoon Joshi 
penned the BJP anthem—‘Saugandh is mitti ki, main desh 
nahin jhukne dunga . . . (I swear by the soil of this country 
I will not let it hang its head . . .)’—to be narrated by Modi, 
with Sukhvinder Singh singing the interludes. ‘It packed in 
a great deal of passion, patriotism and commitment to 
show how Modi was ready to invest his sweat and blood 
into reviving India’s fortunes,’ says Ajay Singh.’ It ended 
with the feel-good line, ‘Har Bharatvasi jeetega (Every 
Indian will emerge victorious)’. 

Channel V ads exhorted the young to change the 
government if they did not like it, while ads during the T- 
20 Cricket World Cup took potshots at the Congress by 
sarcastically hinting that the party did not have a captain. 
Recognizing the power of telephony in electioneering, 
Modi’s campaign managers made his speeches available on 
mobile phones. Subscribers could listen to pre-recorded 
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clips of him talking about issues such as inflation, 
development and corruption. Campaign insiders told India 
Today that more than 3 million people had heard his 
speeches by dialling 4501-4501 in April alone.‘ Then there 
was the ‘India272+’ mobile app for Android devices and 
the ‘Modi4PM’ donation drive. 

On 19 February, the campaign launched a special ‘NaMo 
Number’. An SMS, missed call, or WhatsApp message to 
78200-78200 added the user to the BJP’s database as a 
potential volunteer. Campaign sources told the magazine 
that they received an average of 1,00,000 missed calls on a 
daily basis, and that the interactions with people through 
this service added up to more than 13 crore—more than 
half of the campaign’s total outreach. And in April, Modi 
began addressing millions of people in multiple locations 
at once in a 3D hologram avatar, which fascinated the 
learned and unlearned masses alike, leading them to project 
their hopes and aspirations onto what was itself a 
technological projection. 

The BJP manifesto did mention in passing the 
construction of a Ram temple in Ayodhya, imposition of a 
uniform civil code and the special autonomous status of 
the Muslim-dominated state of Jammu and Kashmir. But 
Modi himself kept away from these issues and never let 
Hindutva become part of the main plot, keeping the RSS 
and the VHP’s agenda at arm’s length even as he used 
their organizational muscle and their cadres. Throughout 
his campaign, he spoke only of development, economic 
progress and the ‘Gujarat model’. He underlined the need 
to restore national pride, root out corruption, empower 
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women, engage the bureaucracy, boost economic growth, 
create employment opportunities and use technology to 
bring in a transparent style of governance. This sounded 
like a revolution to the young voters, with one-eighth of 
India’s 814 million eligible voters in 2014 voting for the 
first time. 

Though he did take part in a Ganga aarti to affirm his 
roots, Modi had got himself a new avatar. Sociologist Shiv 
Vishwanathan, writing in Open magazine, observed: ‘Modi 
is now Mr Development. It is a conceptual coup that 
combines a word and a world with brilliance. Development 
also performs a few other magical functions. It erases the 
past and turns one forward-looking; a demand for 
development is a demand for a better future.’ For the 
aspirational Indian, Modi was an idea whose time had come. 
Marketing specialist Raju Sarin, says, ‘Ninety-nine per 
cent of people do not know what the Gujarat model is, but 
they all felt it was great. That is the power of marketing.’ 


GERD 


The power of Modi’s marketing was not restricted to the 
aspirational, modern, urban elite but stretched far and 
wide. During the All India Congress Committee session in 
New Delhi on 17 January, party leader Mani Shankar Aiyar 
derogatorily commented that Modi could never become 
India’s prime minister but the party could make place for a 
tea stall for him at the meeting venue, taking a dig at 
Modi’s humble origins. In response, the BJP decided to 
hold informal meetings at tea shops and call them ‘Chai Pe 
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Charcha’. It focused on politically crucial states such as 
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar to highlight their backward-class 
PM candidate who once sold tea with his father. As results 
showed, the backward classes were emotionally drawn to 
Modi. The ‘Chai Pe Charcha’ events in 4,000 locations 
were estimated to have reached 50 lakh people, who drank 
tea from paper cups that had Modi’s photo on them, 
listening to political discussions that showcased the BJP as 
an alternative. 

The party’s research team found that there were about 
19,000 villages in Uttar Pradesh and 11,000 in Bihar with a 
population of 2,000 or more and they had absolutely no 
media penetration of any kind, not even radio sets. These 
remote villages were not being targeted by any political 
party. For the first time since independence, the BJP reached 
out to them with 650 GPS-enabled video vans that would 
showcase Modi and his work in Gujarat and what the BJP 
wanted to do if it came to power. Such video vans made 
1,38,900 trips into the interiors of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. 

The research team also found that in many places, 
when asked if they would vote for the BJP, people’s answer 
was ‘No’. But when the same people were asked if they 
would vote for Modi if he were the candidate, the answer 
was invariably ‘Yes’. So they tweaked the campaign to 
make voters feel they were voting for Modi if they voted 
for the BJP. A new slogan was coined: ‘Kamal ka button 
dabao, Modi ko pradhan mantri banao (A vote for the lotus 
[the BJP’s election symbol] is a vote to make Modi the 
prime minister)’. The basic theme of the campaign was 
that every BJP candidate was fighting the election to ensure 
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a Modi victory. The leader himself often asked people for 
votes in his name and not that of the local candidate he 
shared the dais with. 

The BJP also reached out to far-flung areas using 
Doordarshan, All India Radio and regional media in dialects 
like Mythili and Bhojpuri, something the ruling Congress 
could have easily done but did not. It also heavily advertised 
in Urdu newspapers in an effort to reach out to Muslims, 
who were apprehensive of the rise of the BJP. It conducted 
customized campaigns in areas dominated by Muslims, 
asking them to get over their fear psychosis and elect a 
government that could give the community jobs, 
development and a better quality of life. In Kashmir, its 
slogan ‘Jannat yahan par vikas kahan? (Paradise is here but 
where is development?)’ made an impact as BJP leaders 
kept asking why such a beautiful state had made no headway 
since independence. 

At every political gathering, no matter which corner of 
the country it was in, Modi customized his speech to make 
it relevant. He sized up the audience and spoke extempore, 
getting immediate attention as he talked of local issues. In 
Chennai, Tamil Nadu, he spoke of the need for Sri Lankan 
Tamils to be given rights, safety and respect. In Arrah, 
Bihar, he said that the absence of electricity was not news 
but the presence of it was. In Mysore, Karnataka, he said 
he could make the city a tourist’s paradise like Gujarat. In 
Barmer, Rajasthan, he said he wanted to create a separate 
body to look after desert regions. In Dehradun, 
Uttarakhand, he asked why men from Garhwal and Kumaon 
regions should only be soldiers as good schools and 
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universities could make officers out of them. In Varanasi, 
Uttar Pradesh, he said the Ganga needed to be cleaned as 
the river had turned toxic in many places. Everywhere, he 
was lustily cheered by crowds as he managed to strike a 
chord. 

As he crisscrossed India, Modi rejuvenated the party 
that had got demoralized over the ten years it had spent 
out of power. He instilled a sense of direction into leaders 
and workers as he sold the dream of a better future. His 
energy and aggressiveness made him look like a decisive 
leader in a hurry, catching the imagination of an impatient 
electorate. ‘It is amazing how much energy he has,’ says 
Ajay Singh, adding that Modi slept for hardly four hours a 
day. ‘We worked 24x7 since January, often going to bed in 
the early hours of the morning, but it was such fun,’ says 
Ajay Jasra, a corporate communication specialist in the BJP 
war room.® 

Modi was turned into a brand and deliberately advertised 
as one. The multiple campaigns surrounding him were 
high-decibel, relentless and expensive and outshone the 
Congress’s, which seemed tired in comparison. Ajay Maken, 
who was in charge of the Congress campaign, admitted to 
the media that the BJP had outdone his party, while Jairam 
Ramesh, a former minister, said that the BJP had spent Rs 
5,000 crore on showcasing Modi. Though there is no 
official figure on the party's expenses during the election 
season, sources say that the BJP was a tough negotiator 
and got lower rates from media houses while the Congress 
paid double the amount, running out of money towards 
the end of the campaign. Ajay Singh points out, ‘Tactically, 
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we kept money aside for the last two weeks to create a 
shock-and-awe campaign as we saw that the Congress had 
given up. We unleashed a campaign in Modi’s voice, which 
said, “Aapka diya gaya vote seedhe mujhe milega (Every 
vote you cast will directly come to me),” to create a feeling 
that Modi was contesting all the BJP seats so as to pull in 
more votes.’ 

A media hungry for TRPs and eyeballs latched onto the 
Modi campaign, further advancing his cause. The Hindu’s 
rural affairs editor P. Sainath observed, ‘That building of a 
cult around Narendra Modi was a propaganda triumph. 
But it worked because we are India’s most media-saturated 
electorate ever. Vast audiences left untouched by Advani's 
rath yatra over twenty years ago were drowned in the 
media wave of 2014 ... Never before have the media 
participated in an Indian election to the extent and in the 
manner they did this time. For weeks, any speech by Modi 
in any distant district ran live on several channels.” 

He added that some major corporate houses with big 
media holdings formed ‘cells’ to help advance the Modi 
campaign. A study by the CMS Media Lab, part of the 
Centre for Media Studies, New Delhi, found that he hogged 
over a third of prime time news telecast on five major 
channels. And that was between 1 March and 30 April. 
From 1 to 11 May, Modi’s time crossed the 50 per cent 
mark—over six times what Rahul Gandhi got and ten 
times the share of Kejriwal. Moreover, quite a bit of 
Kejriwal’s coverage was negative, which was not the case 
with Modi. 

With a strong momentum in his favour, Modi gave his 
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campaign a final push in the last lap of the election by 
taking the fight to the enemy camp and holding a rally in 
Amethi, the constituency of his principal opponent Rahul 
Gandhi, in support of BJP candidate Smriti Irani. ‘This is 
my younger sister Smriti Irani. I chose her for Amethi, but 
not to create fresh problems for the mother and son (Sonia 
Gandhi and Rahul),’ he said on his rival’s turf. He went on 
to describe Amethi as one of India’s most backward districts 
because of ‘forty wasted years’ and ‘three wasted 
generations’. The rally Gandhi held in Modi’s constituency 
of Varanasi just days later seemed like an inadequate 
response and only reinforced the impression that the 
Congress vice-president had been on the defensive 
throughout the election. His sister Priyanka entered the 
fray to bat for him but it was too late in the day, and her 
invocation of her martyred father betrayed the feeling that 
the Congress was running out of options and resorting to 
old emotive appeals. 

As the bitterly fought election drew to a close, Modi 
was all over. Commenting on the unprecedented scale of 
Modi’s outreach, Kunal Pradhan and Uday Mahurkar of 
India Today wrote in an article titled ‘Maximum Campaign’: 
‘Wherever you are in India, whatever your politics, and 
whomever you did or didn’t vote for, the spectre of Modi 
hangs over the 2014 Lok Sabha elections. So relentless has 
been his campaign, so dramatic his delivery, and so 
ubiquitous his development message, that he has converted 
a complex parliamentary system into a presidential-style 
referendum on himself. Over the last nine months, Modi 


has travelled 3,00,000 km, or seven times the Earth’s 
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equatorial circumference. He has attended 5,187 events, 
addressed 477 rallies in twenty-five states while sleeping 
barely five hours a night, and harnessed the Internet and 
mobile telephony to connect with an estimated 230 million 
people, or one in every four voters. That’s more people 
than the population of Brazil and three times the combined 
annual traffic of the Delhi and Mumbai airports.’ Long 
before the results of the election were out, the outcome 
was a foregone conclusion. 
FERS 

But when the results were finally out, the outcome 
surpassed everyone’s expectations. On the morning of 16 
May 2014, all doubts about a hung parliament were laid to 
rest as the BJP seemed set to win a clear majority. In the 
event, the party bagged 282 seats in the 543-member Lok 
Sabha, ten more than needed to form a government on its 
own. It was the first time since 1984 that a single party had 
managed to win a simple majority, a feat the Congress had 
pulled off that year riding on a sympathy wave in the wake 
of the assassination of then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. 
The Congress was reduced to its worst ever tally of forty- 
four. No party secured the minimum of fifty-five seats 
needed for its leader to be officially recognized as the 
leader of the Opposition. Modi himself handsomely won 
both the seats he contested—Vadodara by a margin of 
5,70,128 votes and Varanasi by 3,36,854 votes. In Amethi, 
Gandhi managed to win, but only by 1,07,903 votes, down 
from a margin of 3.70 lakh in 2009. 
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Cartographers painted India’s map saffron as the BJP 
won all seats in Gujarat, Rajasthan, Goa, Himachal Pradesh, 
Uttarakhand and Delhi. In Madhya Pradesh, it won twenty- 
seven of the twenty-nine seats, while in Chhattisgarh it 
won ten of eleven. With alliance partners, it won a whopping 
seventy-three of the eighty seats in Uttar Pradesh, forty- 
two of the forty-eight in Maharashtra and thirty-one of 
forty in Bihar. The Congress, on the other hand, could in 
no state cross the double-digit mark. In Uttar Pradesh, the 
BJP’s performance was stellar as two of the seven seats it 
ceded went to Sonia and Rahul Gandhi and the winners in 
the other five were all family members of Mulayam Singh 
Yadav, whose Samajwadi Party was in power in the state. 
Mayawati’s Bahujan Samaj Party, founded on caste lines 
with the backward classes as its backbone, was washed out 
without a single seat. Post-elections, she not only dissolved 
existing zonal committees but also district level ones. 

The only states without any BJP presence were Kerala, 
Sikkim, Manipur and Mizoram, while the only regional 
leaders who survived Modi’s onslaught were Jayalalithaa, 
whose party won thirty-seven of thirty-nine seats in Tamil 
Nadu; Mamata Banerjee, whose Trinamool Congress got 
thirty-four of forty-two seats in West Bengal and Naveen 
Patnaik, whose Biju Janata Dal secured twenty of the 
twenty-one seats in Odisha. They had all been hostile to 
Modi in the run-up to the polls, ostensibly in the hope that 


they would be able to play kingmaker in the event of no 


alliance emerging victorious, but Modi no more had need 


for their handsome tallies. 
But, for its euphoric win, the BJP had the first-past- 
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the-post system of elections to thank, pointed Sainath. Its 
vote share had been 31 per cent, the lowest for a majority 
government at the Centre. The difference between the 
vote shares of the Congress and the BJP was just of twelve 
percentage points but it translated into a 500 per cent 
difference in seats. In Tamil Nadu, the DMK got 23.6 per 
cent of the votes but bagged zero seats. The BJP-led five- 
party alliance got 18.6 per cent but won two seats. In West 
Bengal, the Left Front got nearly 30 per cent of the votes 
and just two seats. The Congress got less than 10 per cent 
but took four. The Trinamool Congress got 40 per cent of 
the votes but 80 per cent of the seats.’ 

On 16 May 2014, India’s electoral arithmetic showed 
that a prime minister, who had been in the making for 
years, decades perhaps, had finally arrived to take charge 
with a firm mandate. But the quirks of that arithmetic also 
revealed that he had arrived with a burden of dissension, 
fears and anxieties which may never cease bearing down 
on him from time to time. 
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